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ABSTRACT 
A ‘Good Job’ Conceptualization in China:  
A Comparative Study of Shenzhen and Lanzhou 
by 
MA Yin 
Doctor of Philosophy 
The Chinese higher education system has expanded in a massive way since 1999, with the college 
enrolment rate jumping from 9.76% in 1998 to 40% in 2015, transforming the higher education 
system from an elite system to a massive one. Producing large numbers of graduates in a short time 
results in numerous unemployed graduates each year, but the reasons for graduate unemployment 
are still debatable. The dissertation begins with the clarification of one indigenous concept that my 
research respondents often refer to when I was doing my fieldwork in Lanzhou and Shenzhen, 
“good job”. The main research question is how to get a good job? The more specific research 
questions are: 1) How do graduates in these two cities construct the idea of good job? 2) What are 
the factors that impact their good job construction? 3) How do graduates seek their good jobs? 
Based on 34 in-depth interviews in Lanzhou and Shenzhen, the study finds that graduates in these 
two cities have very different job preferences. Graduates seeking jobs in Lanzhou often equate the 
public-sector jobs as good jobs and their Shenzhen counterpart opens the door equally to public 
and non-public sectors, as long as their employability could be enhanced. It shows that the 
construction of good job reflects the differences in the two cities, economic structure and 
employment opportunities. Moreover, the family’s cultural capital as well as high quality 
internship opportunities based on the economic development in these two areas also influence their 
good job construction. As for the approaches that graduates use to seek their ideal jobs, graduates 
in Lanzhou usually turn to strong ties to get their preferred jobs. Their Shenzhen counterparts, 
however, usually utilize weak ties to get their ideal jobs. Regarding the impact of human capital, 
this also plays a very different role in these two cities. Human capital is a basic requirement for 
graduates in Lanzhou to seek public sector jobs and the quality of it, measured in terms of which 
type of university, does not matter that much. But in Shenzhen, it plays a decisive role. In other 
words, human capital matters most for graduates seeking jobs in Shenzhen.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction to the Study 
1.1 Introduction 
 The major objective of this chapter is to provide an overview of the entire 
dissertation. The first part is the research background of this study, including higher 
education expansion and graduate employment and inequalities of graduate 
employment in terms of regional development and social class. The second part 
comprises the rationale, research questions, brief section about the conceptual 
framework and research design, definition of key terms and significance of the study. 
The chapter arrangements of the entire dissertation follow.  
1.2 Research Background 
 The employment difficulty of Chinese university graduates is a complicated 
problem. Opinions vary amongst scholars about the reasons for unemployment. Some 
scholars argue that Chinese universities expand rapidly, and absorbing many graduates 
in a short term is difficult for the labour market. Therefore, whether expanding in this 
way should be continued is worth considering (Bai 2006, Chan 2015). Other scholars 
believe that China’s higher education system remains low unlike the scale of higher 
education in developed countries and that the unemployment problem will be solved 
when the economic structures of the labour market change1. Unemployment is thus a 
short-term problem (Lai 2013, Li et al 2008, Mok & Qian 2018).  
 Although scholars put forward different explanations for college graduate 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
? For example, scholars argue that the current Chinese economic growth model is in transition, from the export-
oriented and labour-intensive economy to a high value-added and capital-intensive one. Consequently, considerable 
time is required to increase the demand for the highly skilled labour force to meet the supply of the college students 
(Mok & Qian, 2018).?
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unemployment, they all agree that getting a job is not the problem for these students, 
but rather finding a good job. This opinion was also echoed when I was doing the field 
work in Lanzhou and Shenzhen, and the students who graduated under the background 
of college expansion agreed with this view as well. However, to date, limited academic 
literature discusses the issue in Chinese context. This dissertation aims to fill this 
research gap by understanding the definition of a primary job in the eyes of these 
graduates. 
1.2.1 Higher Education Expansion and Graduate Employment 
 Globalisation and the rise of knowledge economy have profoundly influenced the 
higher education development in the global context (Burbules 2000, Mok 2003, Mok 
& Welch 2003). These movements make governments around the world believe that 
higher education is an important channel to enhance national competitiveness, and 
expansion of higher education naturally becomes their first strategy (Liu et al 2016). 
Martin Trow’s (1973) higher education development theory states that the scale of 
higher education in most countries or regions in the world has been developed from 
the stage of elite higher education to the mass stage and some even in the universal 
stage (Chou 2015, Marginson 2016, Trow 2000). 
 Many empirical studies, however, find that the rapid higher education expansion 
often bears negative consequences for graduate employment (Bai 2006, Mohamedbhai 
2014, Mok 2016, Naylor et al 2015, Schomburg & Teichler 2007, Smolentseva 2017). 
For example, in the United States, only 52% of college graduates can do the work that 
match their skills, 40% to 50% only do sub-graduate work and 48% are overqualified 
for their position (Vedder et al 2013). In the United Kingdom, approximately 28% of 
the 2007 graduates were unable to find a full-time job after leaving university for three 
3 
?
and half years (Mok 2016). Similar cases also occurred in other European countries?
African countries and Asian Pacific regions (Green & Mok 2013, Mohamedbhai 2014, 
Mok & Jiang 2017, Schomburg & Teichler 2007). 
 Chinese higher education system has expanded in a great-leap-forward way since 
1999, with the enrolment rate jumping from 9.76% in 1998 to 40% in 2015, 
transforming the higher education system from elite period to massive period (Mok 
2016). Accordingly, the number of college graduates also increased dramatically from 
829,000 in 1997 to 7,650,000 in 2016. Producing large numbers of graduates in a short 
time results in numerous unemployed graduates each year. Yang (2014) indicated that 
the employment rate of Chinese college students was 67.1% in 2009, 72.2% in 2011 
and 71.9% in 2013. Seven million graduates were recorded in 2013, but only one third 
of them left university with a secured position. Approximately 7.49 million new 
students entered the labour market in 2014, and 92.1% of them found their jobs after 
six months of their graduation, with full-time employment of 79.2% (MyCOS 2015). 
If the absolute number of graduates is taken into account, then more than one million 
graduates are precariously employed or unemployed. The Ministry of Human 
Resources and Social Security acknowledged that they never expected the graduate 
unemployment to become so serious (Li 2013). Many graduates need to work at the 
sub-graduate sectors or in the low-paying sectors to feed themselves (Fish 2015, Wen 
& Ngok 2011). Against this background, scholars argued whether the returns of 
education have flattened out and the social mobility in Chinese context has become 
increasingly difficult or even rigid (Jiang & Tam 2015, Mok 2016). 
4 
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1.2.2 Inequalities of Graduate Employment in terms of Inter-regions and Social 
Class 
1.2.2.1 Interregional Inequality 
 Chinese reform and the open-door policy have resulted in the dramatic growth in 
gross domestic product (GDP). The data from the Chinese National Bureau of 
Statistics present that the average annual growth rate of GDP in China is 9.7%. The 
scale of Chinese economy ranks number two in the world, and China is also the world’s 
largest trading nation and the world’s major foreign investment power. In 2001, 
China’s GDP per capita was more than 1,000 US dollars, and this figure jumped to 
8,050 US dollars in 2015 (Statistics 2016). 
  However, the regional contribution to GDP growth is uneven. For example, 
Shenzhen is designated as one of China’s first special economic zones, and it has 
become one of the fastest growing cities in China in the past three decades, with an 
average annual increase rate of the GDP of 25.8%. By contrast, Lanzhou used to be 
one of the most important contributors to China’s heavy industrial output in the 
planned economy era but has been downgraded in the economic reform era. The GDP 
of Lanzhou was once ranked around 20th in 1978 but dropped to 100th in 2016. 
China’s First Financial Weekly (Diyi Caijing Zhoukan) classifies Chinese cities into 
five groups in terms of economic performance and other social performance. Shenzhen 
is one of China’s first-tier cities2, and Lanzhou, which used to be one of the second-
tier cities in 2013, is currently one of China’s third-tier cities3. The disposal income of 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? The other three are Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. 
3 Five groups of Chinese cities, from the most economic developed to the least economic developed cities, are 
included. The overall city performance rankings indicate that Lanzhou’s performance is passable and remains in 
the middle. Two groups of cities exhibit inferior economic performances to that of Lanzhou. However, if the fact 
that Lanzhou is the capital city of Gansu Province is considered and all the capital cities in China are compared, 
Lanzhou’s performance is largely inferior to those of its counterparts.  
5 
?
an average resident in some Chinese coastal cities is almost the same as that in high-
income countries, and that in the hinterlands is almost the same as that in some poor 
African countries (Chan 2015). 
 As for graduate employment, many empirical studies find that graduates usually 
decide to work in the big cities, such as the capital city of one province or the coastal 
part of China (Li & Zhang 2008, Yang et al 2011, Yue et al 2016). This decision is 
especially the case for those who have a high level of human capital (Chen & He 2015, 
Huang 2012). The five-time nationwide surveys conducted by Peking University from 
2003 to 2011 found that large- and medium-sized cities have always been the first 
choice for the graduates. In 2005, 70.7% of graduates decided to work in large- and 
medium-sized cities, and 83.7% was recorded in 2009 (Yue 2012). Although the 
Chinese government has introduced many policies to encourage and attract students to 
work in small- and medium-sized areas, the effect remains unideal. Are graduates only 
willing to work in large- and medium-sized areas? Is the act of deciding to work in 
different places merely a free choice of individuals? Are they unwilling to work in 
small- and medium-sized areas, or is it that they cannot work in these areas? This 
question haunts me during my entire research.  
1.2.2.2 Social Class Inequality 
 Social class remains an important issue in Chinese society (Goodman 2014, Li 
2012, Lu 2004). Social class can be measured by different standards. For example, on 
the basis of production means, Lu Xueyi, a professor in the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences, proposed 10 strata of Chinese society. The ranking system is from the Party 
and government cadres at the top to the semi and unemployed at the bottom (Lu 2004). 
His book is influential in social science scholarship and benefits many researchers who 
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are interested in Chinese society. However, Goodman (2014) argued that Lu did not 
consider other inequality elements, such as wealth. Goodman (2014) insisted that 
‘class in China is best understood in terms of the intergenerational transfer of 
compound inequalities of wealth, status and power, rather than solely in terms of class 
and stratification drawn from the experience of socio-economic development 
elsewhere’ (Goodman 2014). Having identified this gap, he further proposed his own 
classification, which I will put forward in the later section on the definition of terms. 
 The empirical studies on social class and graduate employment find that the 
parental socio-economic status can be the predictor of one’s success in the labour 
market (Bao & Li 2012, Halpern 2005, Yue 2012). Graduates whose parents received 
high education and held prestigious jobs are likely to have high employment rate and 
starting salary. By contrast, graduates whose parents were unemployed have the lowest 
employment rate, although they have obtained high grades in the college entrance 
examination and attended good universities (Mok & Jiang 2017, MyCOS 2009, 
MyCOS 2010, MyCOS 2014).  
 One explanation for this phenomenon is the intergenerational transmission of 
cultural capital. Students from a good socio-economic background tend to inherit 
middle-class values and habitus, and these values and habitus suit the middle-class 
norms and standards in a large society (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990, Coleman 1988, 
Perna & Titus 2005). Another explanation for this phenomenon is the importance of 
social capital or social ties, which posits that social ties work in the form of information 
allocation (e.g. weak tie) and power distribution (e.g. strong tie) (Bian 1997, 
Granovetter 1983, Granovetter 1995, Lin 2002). In Chinese context, scholars found 
that middle-class graduates’ success in the labour market can be partly attributed to the 
high-social-status people that they contact (Bian 2004). These Western theories have 
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been tested and validated in the Chinese context. After reading these empirical studies, 
I cannot help thinking about how to improve the status of graduates with working-
class family background and help them to achieve social mobility4 . If reality is as 
predicted by social capital and cultural capital theories, then the social structure of 
Chinese society is largely rigid. 
 China’s regional economic development is greatly uneven. I am considering 
whether graduate employment can be improved via promoting the geographical flow 
of these students. For example, graduates from Lanzhou can go to Shenzhen for a job, 
or they can study at Shenzhen and stay there for a job. If such is the case, then it will 
benefit graduates with working-class family origin, who do not have much social 
capital and lacked family culture edification when they were young. The feasibility of 
this solution is another question that guides me during the entire research. 
1.3 Rationale of the Study 
 The analysis of relations amongst social class, interregional inequality 
(particularly economic inequality) and acquisition of primary job is valuable. Firstly, 
although previous quantitative research has already considered city as variable, they 
treated it only from the administrative status. For example, all provincial capitals are 
classified as one category, and both large and medium cities are categorised as 
homogeneous (Yue 2012). Lanzhou, the capital city of Gansu Province, and 
Guangzhou, the capital city of Guangdong Province, are treated the same. This 
treatment clearly disregards structural differences, such as economic structure and 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
? Human capital theory assumes that one’s social economic status can be improved by investing in education. 
However, in Chinese context, numerous empirical studies find that social capital still works better than human 
capital, especially when the graduates supply outnumbers they demand and the Chinese economy is experiencing 
the New Normal, that is, the annual GDP growth in the future cannot be as high as those in the previous three 
decades. 
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people’s way of thinking in these two cities. This study, by contrast, does not ignore 
the above-mentioned differences. The impacts of interregional differences, particularly 
economic disparity, on the college graduates’ first job acquisition are discussed.  
 Secondly, this study also considers social class. The literature has found that social 
class is closely associated with graduates’ labour market outcome. The parental socio-
economic status can largely predict one’s success in the labour market. This case is 
currently apparent, in which Chinese economic growth rate is not as fast as that in the 
previous three decades, and the labour market cannot absorb many graduates. The 
argument of school-to-work transitions in the Western scholarship indicates that the 
outcome of graduate employment in the Chinese context is largely structural 
determinism.  
 However, Chinese case is more complex. Chinese society is in the transitional 
period, i.e. transforming from the planned rigid economy system to the socialist market 
economy system. The characteristic of the socialist market economic system is that the 
Chinese government increasingly uses ‘neo-liberal’ techniques to regulate the country, 
whilst it does not abandon its previous existing modes of governance. China 
maintained a command economy, in which the market was under the control of state 
planning. Empirical studies have found that the acquisition of intrasystem sector jobs 
is also closely associated with the origins of social class, whereas the extrasystem 
sectors are efficiency based. Unlike the intrasytem sectors, the extrasystem sectors pay 
more attention to one’s human capital5. This unique and complex situation of Chinese 
labour market needs the attention of empirical studies, but research on this trend is 
limited. 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? This statement does not necessarily mean that extrasystem sectors do not consider social capital, or one’s social 
networks. Instead, social capital works both in the intrasystem and extrasystem sectors (Li et al 2009). A study on 
intrasystem sectors has found strong intergenerational transmission in these sectors (Han et al 2016). 
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1.4 Research Questions 
 Graduates in different areas of China often encounter different landscapes of 
labour market opportunity. In this context, how can they search for jobs, especially 
their preferred one, and how to understand and explain these differences are the aims 
of this study. Based on previous discussions, particularly reflections on the graduate 
employment in Chinese context, the objective of my research is to examine the college 
graduates’ university to work transitional experience against the context of Chinese 
rapid massification of higher education from the social class and interregional 
economic disparity perspectives. 
Interregional dimension is considered. The first objective is to study how recent 
graduates subjectively interpret good jobs. The main reason for studying this question 
is to see what factors are affecting the graduates when they select jobs. Although these 
students themselves may consider this question before, the researcher can summarise 
or determine the factors that may affect their job choice via their expression of which 
jobs they aspire to do. 
 Basing on the discussion of primary job, this research further delves into the 
process of first job acquisition. Specifically, how these graduates seek to find their 
good jobs, and what are its consequences.  
I am also interested in the interactions between these graduates and institutions, 
such as the university, the company and their family. Questions like what these 
institutions do to and how they help the students to finish the process are also 
included in the data collection and analysis, focusing on the students’ evaluations. 
The reason for this consideration is that all Chinese universities currently have students’ 
assistance centres which serve as the bridge between the students and the companies. 
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They usually invite companies to come to the university and recruit new graduates. 
However, the quality of this service varies greatly. The main assumption is thus the 
entire coverage of job assistance from the university does not necessarily mean that 
university works effectively in terms of assisting students in finding jobs. This case is 
apparent in the universities situated in poor regions. Consequently, I particularly focus 
on the students’ comments on this help. Furthermore, this study strives to identify the 
factors that influence the transitional process and to reveal its mechanisms. Previous 
research has focused on the testing of competing theories, namely, human capital 
theory (Becker 1962, Becker 1994) and socio-structure theory (Blau & Duncan 1967, 
Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). This research has sought to reconcile these two competing 
theories in the Chinese context; especially given that Chinese society is in transition, 
the incentive mechanism in the labour market is not completely based on market 
principle, and the regional disparity remains large. Based on these facts, the 
assumption is that the two theories may coexist and even work together in the 
Chinese context.  
1.5 Conceptual Framework and Research Design 
 Graduate employment issue is a complex issue, and no single theory explains it 
clearly (Marginson 2017). I therefore use human capital theory (Becker 1962, Becker 
1994, Becker 2002, Schultz 1961), social capital theory (weak ties and strong ties) 
(Bian 1994a, Bian 1997, Bian 2007, Granovetter 1973, Granovetter 1983, Lin 1999) 
and cultural capital theory (Bourdieu 1973, Bourdieu 1977, DiMaggio 1982, 
DiMaggio & Mohr 1985, Rivera 2012). China uniquely remains in a dual system, 
namely, within the market economy on the one hand and within the remnants of a 
command-control bureaucratic system on the other hand, which leads to the 
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coexistence of intraystem and extraystem sectors. Different rules and regulations in 
these various employment sectors make it difficult for us to understand Chinese case, 
if the broad political economy perspective is not adopted (Lauder et al 2006, Mok & 
Qian 2018). This research hence integrates the employment issues into the background 
of higher education expansion and economic sector changes after the Chinese reform.  
Empirical data are collected in a qualitative manner using the case study 
methodology. Regional disparity, particularly, economic development, is considered. 
This study selects two cities as the cases. One is Lanzhou, which is located in the 
hinterland of China. Lanzhou does not have a diversified economic development; the 
state sectors are developed, whereas the private and foreign sectors are underdeveloped. 
The other is Shenzhen, which benefits most from the Chinese economic reform and 
the opening up policy. The study is implemented by city-level comparison. After 
research sites are selected, purposive sampling and snow-balling methods are used to 
recruit the research respondents. After the first round of analysis, theoretical sampling 
is used to determine the data saturation. Inductive and deductive coding methods are 
utilised to analyse the raw data, followed by thematic analysis. On the basis of the 
themes that emerge, this research further compares and contrasts case by case.  
1.6 Definitions of the Key Terms 
1.6.1 Social Class 
 Social class can be measured by different standards. According to Lu’s (2004) 
classification, dominant class refers to the political elite and economic elite; middle 
class refers to various administrative, entrepreneurial, professional and managerial 
classes as well as private business owners and small entrepreneurs; lower class refers 
to workers in the public sector, non-public sector and peasants. Parents’ occupation is 
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utilised to measure the social class of one’s status. Goodman argued that Lu did not 
consider other inequality elements, such as wealth. He emphasised that ‘class in China 
is best understood in terms of the intergenerational transfer of compound inequalities 
of wealth, status and power, rather than solely in terms of class and stratification drawn 
from the experience of socio-economic development elsewhere’ (Goodman 2014). 
1.6.2 Labour Market Segmentation 
 People who hold the same volumes of human capital work at different sectors due 
to their differences in the institutional attributes of employment sectors. The welfare 
benefits, social prestige and social influences of these sectors vary greatly (O'Hara 
2002). These sectors can generally be divided into two large groups, namely, primary 
and secondary labour markets. The primary labour market is characterised by high 
income, sound working conditions, reliable employment and internal labour market 
for further career development; jobs in the secondary labour market have the converse 
conditions (Osterman 1975, Reich et al 1973). 
 Labour market segmentation remains obvious in China due to the differences in 
the ownership of resource control. Benefits vary in using these resources, which 
explains the reward differences amongst different ownerships of job sectors, namely, 
intrasystem (tizhinei) and extrasystem (tizhiwai). In this dissertation, the labour market 
segmentation in Chinese context refers to the intrasystem and extrasystem sectors. 
 Intrasystem refers to those who work in the government and party agencies 
(dangzheng jiguan), public organisations (shiye danwei) and state-owned enterprises 
(guoyou qiye). 
Extrasystem refers to those who work in the private economy sector (siying jingji), 
foreign economy sector (waizi jingji) and individual economy sector (geti jingji).  
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The principles that these two labour market sectors follow are different, namely, 
not fully competitive in the instrasystem sector and fully competitive in the 
extrasystem sector (Demurger et al 2008, Jin 2008). 
1.6.3 Interregional Inequality 
 According to Chinese administrative classification, mainland China is divided into 
31 regions, which are 22 provinces, 5 autonomous regions and 4 municipalities. The 
level of economic development amongst the regions is highly diverse. In terms of gross 
regional product per capita, for example, the three richest regions (i.e. Tianjin, Beijing 
and Shanghai) in 2016 reached 115,613 RMB, 114,690 RMB and 113,731 RMB, 
respectively. By contrast, the per capita income of the three poorest regions (i.e. 
Guizhou, Yunnan and Gansu) in 2016 were 33,242 RMB, 31,358 RMB and 27,508 
RMB, respectively.  
 The coastal regions include Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Liaoning, Shanghai, Jiangsu, 
Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, Guangdong and Hainan (11 provinces). The central area 
covers Jilin, Heilongjiang, Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, Hubei and Shanxi (eight provinces). 
The rest of China, namely, the 12 Western regions, include Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, 
Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet, Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia and 
Xinjiang. The coastal regions of China develop better than interior regions do. 
 China’s First Financial Weekly (Diyi Caijing Zhoukan) classifies Chinese cities 
into five groups in terms of their economic performance and other social performance. 
Four first-tier cities, namely, Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen, are 
determined. The numbers of second-tier, third-tier, fourth-tier and fifth-tier cities are 
30, 70, 90 and 129, respectively. In its latest classifications, the First Financial Weekly 
also names the 15 fastest-growing cities, including Chengdu, Dalian and Xiamen, as 
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new first-tier cities. This research cites Shenzhen, which has been in the first-ranking 
cities for a long time. Lanzhou, once a second-tier city, has become a third-tier city 
due to its depleted economic development. The overall city performance rankings, 
however, indicate that Lanzhou’s performance is passable and remains in the middle. 
Two groups of cities present inferior economic performances to that of Lanzhou. 
However, if Lanzhou is considered the capital city of Gansu Province and all capital 
cities in China are compared, Lanzhou’s performance is largely inferior to its 
counterparts. 
 Graduates seeking jobs in different parts of China may face quite different 
employment environment. These employment conditions include the dualism nature 
of Chinese labour market itself and different employment opportunities embedded in 
these regions. Therefore, under this background, how graduates utilize capitals to 
acquire their jobs is the main interest of this dissertation and the above part has defined 
the key concepts involved in this issue. 
1.7 Significance of the Study 
 This study contributes to the literature in the following ways: 
 Firstly, this study explains what graduates perceive as a good job. Previous studies 
have consistently suggested that finding a good job is difficult for graduates, but they 
have not interpreted what is a good job and what strategies the graduates from different 
regions employ to acquire a job. Understanding these questions is beneficial to the 
relevant departments to introduce and conduct programmes to facilitate graduate 
employment. 
 Secondly, the effectiveness of policies promoting graduate employment to a great 
extent depends on how the university graduates seek the jobs. This study makes clear 
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the patterns of job entry of graduates. Many students who succeeded in achieving a 
good job after graduation began to consider their future employment from when they 
first entered the university. Therefore, from this point of view, college student 
employment is currently a four-year project and cannot only be considered the senior 
year issue. 
 Thirdly, on the basis of the utilisation of human, cultural and social capital theories 
in the Chinese dual economic systems, this study attempts to show that in high-degree 
marketisation areas, such as Shenzhen, many job opportunities exist, and the qualities 
of intrasystem and extrasystem sector jobs are similar. Graduates have many 
opportunities to select jobs. In this case, human capital seems to work effectively. 
However, in low-degree marketisation areas, such as Lanzhou, graduates only equated 
good jobs with public ones. In this case, social capital, in general, and Guanxi, in 
particular, play decisive roles. The role human capital plays become weak, and it is 
only the prerequisite. This study clarifies how different capitals or combined capitals 
work in different conditions, such as regions and job sectors, and enriches the previous 
theoretical discussions. 
 Finally, this study contributes to our understanding of current employment policies. 
For example, although many present policies want to guide the graduates to work in 
the western areas or underdeveloped regions of China, they do not achieve the desired 
results. In fact, careful analysis of these graduates’ perceptions of employment and 
their labour market entry reveals that rather than their unwillingness to endure 
hardships in these regions as previous literature has suggested, the reason is more due 
to the difficulty for these graduates to get their ideal jobs in these areas. 
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1.8 Structure of the Dissertation 
 This dissertation comprises eight chapters. The first chapter is an introduction 
chapter, and it gives an overall picture of the dissertation, including the research 
background, rationale of the study, research problems, definition of key terms and 
significance of the study. 
The second chapter presents the literature overview and conceptual framework. 
This chapter can be divided into two parts. In the first part, after the brief overview of 
empirical studies in this topic, the research gap is identified. In the second part, I 
review the concepts and theories that are used in the study. Empirical findings on this 
topic are also presented.  
 The third chapter describes the methodology of this study. This chapter begins 
with the philosophical foundations of research and then presents the research questions, 
research field description and research participants, including the sampling process, 
data collection, data analysis, research ethics and validity issues. 
 The fourth chapter presents background of case study. This chapter provides the 
readers with the political economy reforms since the implementation of Chinese 
reform and opening up policy. The topics related to the university to work transitional 
process, including the labour market sector, higher education sector and social class 
and interregional inequality, are discussed. 
 The fifth, sixth and seventh chapters are the main finding chapters. The fifth 
chapter discusses the concept of good job in the eyes of college graduates and its 
meanings and significance in Lanzhou and Shenzhen. The sixth chapter identifies the 
factors that impact this good job construction process. The seventh chapter elucidates 
the approaches and results that graduates use to seek their preferred jobs. 
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 The eight chapter critically discusses these research findings. Chapter Nine in 
conclusion chapter and findings are linked to theoretical implications and social policy 
dimensions. 
1.9 Conclusion 
 This chapter briefly overviews the skeleton of this dissertation, namely, the 
research background, research objective and questions, concepts and theories used in 
this research and theoretical and policy implications. The following chapters expand 
on these themes and carry out further discussions. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Overview and Conceptual Framework 
2.1 Introduction 
The major objective of this chapter is to discuss the theories and empirical findings 
and based on them, the conceptual framework has been proposed. The first part 
presents an overview of the concepts and theories used in this study. The previous 
empirical findings related to these concepts are discussed as well. Based on these 
research perspectives, the research gaps are identified in the second part. Finally, the 
conceptual framework used in this study is proposed.  
This research aims to explain Chinese college graduates’ university-to-work 
transitional process, particularly in how they seek their preferred jobs. Accordingly, 
the first part initially reviews the concept of job quality. Human, social and cultural 
capital theories are discussed in this paper because they usually have direct influences 
on the job outcomes. Internships are expected to enhance graduate employability, 
thereby expecting an indirect influence on the job outcomes. All these concepts and 
theories will be discussed in the first part. 
2.2 Job Quality 
The quality of work is crucial to one’s life. It is not only a means of making a 
living but is also associated closely with one’s personal value realisation (Acemoglu 
2001, Arne 2011). However, what is a good job? Its definition and standards vary in 
different organisations and disciplines. For example, the International Labour 
Organization (ILP) has proposed several dimensions of job quality, and the social 
protection and income security, quality of participation in the labour market and 
arrangements to balance work and family life are included (Ghai 2003). Similar 
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dimensions could also be found in the European Commission (Commission 2001). 
Nonetheless, this all-encompassing nature of the definition occasionally causes 
difficulty in identifying the differences between a good and bad job (Burchell et al 
2013). To illustrate, how should we look at those high-wage jobs without any welfare 
benefits? Are they good jobs (Fraser 2001)? 
 Opinions also vary in disciplines. Economics often links good jobs to economic 
compensation, such as high wages (Acemoglu 2001). Sociologists and psychologists 
often tend to equate good jobs with one’s discretion and control over the work. They 
are very much interested in whether employees have autonomy when performing their 
work and achieving their self-realisation (Kohn & Schooler 1973, Maslow 1954). 
 How will the division of good and bad jobs be explained theoretically? Labour 
market segmentation theory argues that the primary and secondary labour markets co-
exist. The primary labour market is characterised by high income, sound working 
conditions, reliable employment and internal labour market for further career 
development; whereas jobs in the secondary labour market have the opposite 
conditions (Osterman 1975, Reich et al 1973). This theory argues that the economic 
and non-economic rewards may be closely associated (Green 2006). However, 
neoclassic economists think otherwise because they argue that job awards can be 
different based on the employer’s wills. A job can be good in certain dimensions but 
not in all dimensions (Rosenthal 1989, Tilly 1997). This perception significantly 
reduces the interrelations among the dimensions of job rewards.  
 Based on these discussions, scholars in recent years tend to believe the definition 
of good jobs is dependent on the goals that people seek to attain and also on their 
opportunities and resources to obtain these job rewards (Clark 1998, Kalleberg & 
V.Marsden 2013, Reskin & Patricia 1990). In other words, ‘job quality is a contextual 
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phenomenon, differing among persons, occupations and labour market segments, 
societies, and historical periods’(Arne 2011) as the basic assumption of this 
dissertation. The dissertation assumes that a good job is not only an individual choice; 
it is a socially constructed phenomenon. Graduates seeking jobs in different parts of 
China may encounter different labour market opportunities. Accordingly, the meanings 
of good jobs can be expected to be different as well. 
 The slowdown of Chinese economic growth and highly competitive labour market 
has resulted in a tendency for the quality of Chinese graduate employment to decline. 
The decreasing level of stability is an important indicator (Bai 2006, Hu & Qiu 2011, 
Huang 2015b, Li et al 2014). According to the 2013 Chinese University Student 
Employment Survey, 33% of recent university graduates left their jobs no more than 
half a year in 2012; moreover, 98% of them took a voluntary leave (MyCOS 2013).  
Similarly, the Economic Daily reported that 65% of university graduates held on 
to their job positions no more than one year, and only 9.3% of graduates could work 
more than two years (Wang & Zhang 2014). The increasing labour market competition 
has also caused a decline in the starting salary of college graduates. The rate of return 
to higher education experienced a rapid growth from 1991 to 2000 and a slow down 
or even stagnation in recent years (He 2009). Job satisfaction has increased 
significantly with the rise in wages. In terms of labour sector characteristics, the 
signing of labour contracts, assurance of working environment safety as well as hired 
by state-owned enterprises and promising job futures, such as promotion, could 
significantly increase job satisfaction (Li 2017b).  
2.3 Human Capital and Employment Outcome 
 Human capital refers to the knowledge and skills people acquire through education, 
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training and experience (Burton & Spender 2011). Education is argued to be one of the 
most important pathways to improving the marginal productivity of labour and thus 
increase earnings (Becker 1962). Accordingly, the past half century has witnessed the 
widespread call for higher education participation (Liu et al 2016). 
In empirical works, human capital is often operationalised as characteristics of job 
seekers, such as the number of years of study, educational level, performance at the 
universities (GPA) and Party membership, to name a few. Students holding party 
membership or who are student cadres can easily gain jobs. In addition, those with 
qualities, such as positive attitudes, hard work, patience, self-balance, agreeableness 
and open to experience tend to obtain jobs easily (Hu & Qiu 2011, Jia et al 2014, Li & 
Zhang 2010). Moreover, students with a high level of human capital are extremely 
likely to search jobs via formal channels6 , market channels, which are open to all 
perspective candidates (Chen & He 2015, Huang 2012). Graduates with high volumes 
of human capital tend to venture to the big cities, such as the capital city of one 
province or the coastal part of China (Li & Zhang 2008, Yang et al 2011, Yue et al 
2016).The majority of work in these big cities is usually the non-state sectors that use 
competition as their main principle (Lai et al 2012, Yue & Yang 2012). 
Human capital benefits graduate employment based on its argument, but it has 
also received a few criticisms since its inception (Bourdieu 1973, Bowles & Gintis 
1976, Brown et al 2012, Collins 1979, Marginson 2017, Mok & Qian 2018, Teichler 
2009, Trow 1973). For example, these scholars argue that the social structure factors, 
such as family culture capital, social capital and wider political economic institutional 
arrangements are also very important when explaining the labour market outcomes.  
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
? ? Formal channels include employment information issued by the school, online recruitment, talent fairs, 
professional recruitment journals, enterprise written advertisements, employment agencies and mass media. These 
approaches are accessible to nearly everyone. 
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2.4 Social Capital and Employment Outcome 
No consensus has been reached on the definition of social capital. Several scholars 
interpret it at the individual level and regard it as resources embedded in social 
networks (Bourdieu 1986, Coleman 1988, Flap & DeGraaf 1986, Lin 2002). In these 
arguments7, social capital is seen as private or organisational goods, and only those 
who could access these resources have the opportunity to use it. In this regard, the 
achievement of individuals or organisations has much to do with this network (Bian 
1994a, Bian 1997, Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998); others define it at the macro-level and 
related it to the aggregate performance and efficiency. They assume the social capital 
is public good in nature that could boost regional prosperity8(Putnam 1995, Putnam et 
al 1994). The current study utilises the former definition.  
 From its definition, social capital could be seen as quasi-private in nature, and not 
everyone could attain equally it. Those who are not members of a certain network 
cannot access and use it. This finding is especially the case for individual-based social 
network (Woolcock & Narayan 2000). Social capital can be divided further into two 
types, namely, a bonding (exclusive in nature) and a bridging type (inclusive in nature). 
The former works well within a certain community, and the members in this 
community are quite homogeneous. They tend to have thick trust or tight bonds among 
them. The latter only applies between/among communities, and members in these 
sectors are quite heterogeneous. People in this group are less likely to have thick trust, 
and usually have weak bonds (Aldridge et al 2002, Anheier & Kendall 2002, Putnam 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
7 For example, Bourdieu defined it as ‘aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession 
of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition 
(Bourdieu, 1986). Coleman saw it as ‘social capital is not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two 
elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures and facilitate certain actions of actors’ 
(Coleman, 1988). 
8 For example, Putnam defined it as ‘features of social organization such as networks, norms and social trust that 
facilitates coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’(Putnam, 1995). 
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1995). Social capital in the bonding type could only be used by their members, and 
social capital in the bridging type could be extended to individuals outside of their 
circles (Bowles & Gintis 2002). 
 Considering the effect of social capital on one’s employment outcomes, two 
competing theories emerge. The first concerns the strength of weak ties. Weak tie 
connections are argued to allow people access to information and resources 
unavailable in their own social circles. The most critical nature of this kind of 
information is its non-redundancy (Granovetter 1973). People tend to gain jobs 
through the attainment of heterogeneous information.  
However, in the Chinese context, Bian assumes that the bonding type of social 
capital, guanxi in Chinese dialect, is substantially important (Bian 1994a, Bian 2007, 
Bian & Huang 2015). Guanxi refers to informal and interpersonal links based on social 
networks (Chen et al 2013). Guanxi base is necessary to establish Guanxi, and some 
scholars have pinpointed three guanxi bases (Chen et al 2004): the first is the common 
social identities, such as birthplace (lao xiang), educational institution (classmates or 
alumnus) and workplace (co-worker)(Jacobs 1982). The second is the common third 
party, which refers to two strangers becoming friends because both of them have one 
friend in common. They could help each other deal with problems once the friendship 
is built up. The third is the anticipatory base. By setting up common goals, people 
could become connected to achieve them. These people are actually not friends at this 
stage, but they could develop guanxi ties by promising to participate in future 
exchanges, collaborations and joint ventures.  
By analysing the guanxi base, Chinese people tend to establish and nurture guanxi 
in their daily lives. They attempt to develop different attitudes towards different people. 
A Chinese saying could vividly express this meaning: ‘no tie, no obligation and no 
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rights’ (Lee & Dawes 2005).  
To interact easily, guanxi is classified into three categories, namely, socio-
affective, instrumental and mixed versions of the previous two (Hwang 1987). Hwang 
(1987) categorises guanxi into three, namely, socio-affective, instrumental and mixed 
versions of the previous two. Socio-affective guanxi refers to family, close friends and 
other congenial groups. Their interactions mainly aim to facilitate communication and 
enhance love and belongingness; instrumental guanxi refers to market-based or market 
mechanism of resource exchange. The latter mainly aims is to obtain the resources one 
wants. However, one cannot constantly attain what (s)/he wants. In other words, this 
type of guanxi is unstable and temporary.  
The establishment of guanxi aims to obtain rare sources (Xin & Pearce 1996). To 
achieve this goal, people usually employ strategies, such as exchange of gifts, favours 
and banquets; at the same time, they must appropriately fit the purpose and be 
exchanged at the right occasion (Yang 1994). However, recent years have also 
witnessed the phenomenon of sending money to gain connections, and such practice 
is often considered as a bribery (Dunfee & Warren 2001).  
Guanxi works very well in the Chinese context, such as job hunting, career 
achievement and corporation development (Bian 1994a, Bian 1997, Bian 2007, Lin & 
Bian 1991, Park & Luo 2001). This finding is especially the case because the current 
Chinese labour market is still at its nascent development stage, with less development 
infrastructure and open-to-public information (Zhu & Warner 2004). However, many 
scholars argue that in the Chinese context, guanxi can only be applied within families 
and narrow circles of personal friends. Outsiders find it relatively difficult to obtain 
this type of capital (Fukuyama 2001, Xiong & Pu 2016). Consequently, some scholars 
summarise the Chinese type of social capital or guanxi, as ‘bonding social capital, 
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strong ties and particularistic trust’9(Xiong & Pu 2016). Only a few people could gain 
benefits from guanxi; moreover, this social capital may break the public rules, thereby 
intensifying inequality in society, which may lead to exclusion and corruption (Chen 
et al 2013, Fei et al 1992, Han et al 2016, Liu & Ma 2016a, Liu & Ma 2016b). As for 
its functions in the graduate labour market, scholars mentioned the following three 
aspects: 1)…to obtain the information, 2)…to shield the graduates from competition 
for good jobs, 3)…manoeuvre the recruitment decision (Ren et al 2011). 
Under the background of Chinese labour market segmentation and regional 
development disparity, many scholars further discussed the effect of human capital on 
first job acquisition. That is, when their relationship is an alternative, one could replace 
the other, and when complementary, both must work together to achieve desirable 
results. Empirical studies currently confirm that although both of them could promote 
employment of college graduates, the way they work and the final results are quite 
different. An alternative relationship also exists between the two with respect to job 
opportunities and starting salary. In other words, people with different capitals could 
gain a job via market or non-market mechanism. However, in deciding whether one 
could work in the state sector, the two are complementary (Lai et al 2012, Zheng 2004). 
In other words, entering the state sectors is difficult for people if they only have human 
capital.  
From the overview of the effect of human capital and social capital on the first job 
acquisition, both capitals are necessary to gain work in the state sector. Moreover, 
people without social capital find difficulty entering the said sector. People with 
considerable human capital could gain access to jobs in the non-state sectors. If we 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? Particularistic trust refers to the phenomenon that individuals usually trust a few people, such as their family 
members and close friends. They usually do not trust the strangers. This phenomenon is the typical characteristic 
of bonding social capital (Xiong & Pu, 2016).?
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consider the imbalance of Chinese economic development, we could further argue that 
in economically developed areas, the non-public sectors, such as private enterprises, 
foreign enterprises, Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan investment companies and so on 
develop quite well. People holding large volumes of human capital could obtain the 
job via marketisation or formal approach (or depending on fair play in other words). 
On the contrary, in economically underdeveloped areas, where the non-public 
economy is weak, the state-owned economy is relatively strong. Even if graduates have 
abundant human capital, the absence of social capital will still cause them difficulties 
in obtaining a job in the public sector.  
2.5 Cultural Capital and Employment Outcome 
2.5.1 Cultural Reproduction Theory 
 Cultural reproduction theory argues that children from the middle- and upper-class 
family backgrounds tend to inherit other cultural capital from home, and this capital 
could help them acquire better educational achievements at school because it is valued 
by the school system (Bourdieu 1973). Bourdieu (1973) further stated that three 
typologies of cultural capital exist, namely, embodied, objectified and institutionalised 
form of cultural capital. The embodied state refers to ‘long-lasting dispositions of the 
mind and body’(Bourdieu 1986). These acquired dispositions or tastes involve 
cultivation within the individual (which tend to take on certain preferences within 
different social classes) and require investment of time. The objectified state cultural 
capital takes the form of goods, such as ‘pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments, 
machines, etc.’(Bourdieu 1986). The institutionalised state of cultural capital takes the 
form of educational credentials or qualifications. 
 According to cultural reproduction theory, family is the main place for children to 
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gain cultural capital. Through parental precept and examples, middle- and upper-class 
children tend to inherit cultural capital at home. The following reasons are utilised to 
explain its phenomenon: 1) their parental generation has accumulated significant 
cultural capital, and they are able to help their children achieve the latter; 2) the process 
of cultural capital transmission, such as mastering an art or attending the concerts, 
requires other capital, particularly economic capital; and 3) passing down the cultural 
capital requires time, and their parents also substantially have the free time to perform 
such action (Blaskó 2003, Jæger 2011). In other words, the cultural capital 
transmission requires time and cannot happen overnight. Such inheritance cannot 
happen directly from parents, such as economic capital that can be passed down from 
one generation to another (Bourdieu 1973). 
 Cultural reproduction theory explains well the issues, such as social reproduction 
(Goldrick & Pfeffer 2009, Jæger 2011, Liu 2014, Roksa & Potter 2011). However, the 
critics of this theory argue that it emphasises excessively on social structures and 
neglects the individual agency, that is, how individuals themselves interact with the 
institutions and come up with strategies to carve out their own destiny (DiMaggio 1982, 
DiMaggio & Mohr 1985, Giroux 1983, Willis 1977). 
2.5.2 Cultural Mobility Theory 
 Inspired by Weberian Status Groups, DiMaggio argues that social closure is strong 
when a lack of communication exists among different identity groups. Under this 
circumstance, cultural capital tends to inherit from home. However, the rapid 
expansion of domestic and foreign markets, widespread coverage of transportation and 
media, swift development of urbanisation and worldwide education expansion in 
modern society prompt people to no longer confine their interactions to a small-scale 
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group. Such phenomenon suggests that people could acquire cultural capital from the 
enlarged social networks, and school is one of the most important places. Following 
its argument, we could assume that students from a low social origin could also gain 
cultural capital from school and thus achieve upward social mobility (DiMaggio 1982, 
DiMaggio & Mohr 1985). 
 Few studies have focused on the effect of cultural capital on the educational 
attainment in China. Qian argues that a widespread cultural barrier exists in China and 
further argues that cultural capital plays a highly important role in social reproduction. 
Based on cultural capital and values they hold, people of the same social class tend to 
generate a shared consciousness to defend their common interest. He argued that the 
cultural barrier phenomenon existed even in the kindergartens and primary schools 
(Qian 2004). Similar conclusions can also be found among college students (Hong & 
Zhao 2014, Wu 2013, Zhu 2018). 
 In one study on the influence of parental involvement on graduates’ employment, 
researcher finds that before college days, these middle-class families have previously 
exerted some influences on their children. For example, specialty cultivation helps 
their children develop certain interests towards certain extra-curriculum, such as piano, 
second-language acquisition and communication skills improvements. After attending 
the colleges, these families could still provide guidance for their children. For example, 
they encourage their children to enlarge their social networks and make other friends, 
develop friendly relations with the teachers, help or encourage their children to apply 
for the internships and ask them to join actively in the CCP and obtain the party 
membership. These parents know well what kinds of jobs could help their children 
achieve middle-class social status attainment (Liu 2014). 
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2.5.3 Cultural Matching Theory 
 Cultural capital can also be used by employers to hire the employees they want. 
Based on the case study of the hiring process in elite professional service firms, the 
researcher finds that cultural similarities between employers and prospective 
employees play an important role in the hiring process. She further argues that the 
recruitment process is more than skills fulfilment; it is also a process of cultural 
matching between both sides of employment. These elite companies do not only 
emphasise the competence match but also on the match of cultural dimensions, such 
as leisure pursuits, experiences and self-presentation styles (Rivera 2012, Rivera 2016). 
In China, certain attributes are also emphasised when companies recruit their 
employees. These attributes include hard skills, such as strong ability to deal with 
conflicts and effective communication in oral and written English as well as soft skills, 
such as a good cooperation with others, a responsibility for their own work and a strong 
commitment to continuous learning (Velde 2009). However, few studies focus on 
subjective evaluations of graduate attributes, which are indicated in cultural matching 
theory in the Chinese context.  
2.6 Capital Converted 
Capital can be converted to one another according to Bourdieu (1973). The rate of 
interchange between different kinds of capital is usually due to an ongoing symbolic 
struggle between more or less powerful actions in the social field (Bourdieu 1973). 
The most classical example of capital conversion is that wealthy parents usually 
provide their children with shadow education, thereby improving their children’s 
academic performance and facilitating them to attend a better university. After 
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graduation, these students could use their cultural capital of higher education to secure 
good jobs and subsequently maintain the social status of their family.  
Economic capital is the most important asset among all types of capital, and all 
other capital could be changed into economic capital. Although ‘economic capital is 
at the root of all other forms of capital’, they are ‘never entirely reducible to 
that’(Bourdieu 1986). This statement is the one assumption Bourdieu has 
conceptualised on capital conversion. An important factor that influences conversion 
is time. Time must be considered when costs for capital conversion are calculated. 
Such consideration not only concerns conversion itself but also the time necessary to 
finish the conversion. To illustrate this complexity, Bourdieu provided an example of 
the change in economic capital into the social capital, where time used for this 
transformation is regarded as ‘free overspending’. Purely from the economic 
perspective, this example is a waste of time; however, from the comprehensive logic 
of social exchange, this practice is a safe and rewarding investment (Bourdieu 1977, 
Bourdieu 1986).  
In other words, Bourdieu has realised the efficacy of capital and has not assumed 
that all of these capitals could achieve the same results in all conditions. The efficacy 
of capital is connected closely with the field. Different fields have different structures, 
and capital is valorised in different fields. For example, in the economic field, 
economic capital may be valued most but in the intellectual or academic field, cultural 
capital may be the most cherished. He admits that the dominant capital may vary 
among different fields; however, he also mentions that fields tend to be highly 
structured along two hierarchised poles, which centre around economic and cultural 
capitals (Bourdieu 1986). 
31 
?
 Although human capital theory has predicted the interchange between human and 
economic capitals, it is increasingly questioned in the college expansion background 
(Marginson 2017, Mok & Qian 2018, Tomlinson 2008). In the Chinese context, 
whether human capital could change into economic capital in the labour market is also 
affected by other capitals, social capital in general and guanxi, in particular. The co-
existence of intra-system and extra-system of job sectors renders the single use of these 
theories nearly impossible to make sense in the Chinese context. 
 This part reviews the theoretical relationships between human capital, social 
capital and cultural capital, and the job acquisition. In particular, based on Bourdieu’s 
argument, it highlights the conversion among different capitals. In this sense, it 
provides room for further discussions among these theories. 
2.7 Internship Opportunity and Employment Outcome 
Increasingly, HEIs are being required to respond to the labour market needs, and 
this case particularly occurs in the current situation where large numbers of university 
graduates cannot seek jobs after graduation. Work-related or work-based learning is 
seen as a strategy to address graduate unemployment (Little 2000). Although work-
based learning is regarded as an effective method for improving graduate 
employability, empirical studies on this topic are still lacking (Teichler 2009, Wilton 
2012).  
Work-related learning is usually seen as a golden opportunity for students (Ding 
& Song 2017, Silva et al 2018, Silva et al 2016, Wilfried & Juliane 2017). This method 
provides students with opportunities to associate their professional knowledge with 
hands-on experience. Students who have frequently experienced this process tend to 
enhance their employable skills, such as independent living ability, communication 
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and interpersonal skills, ability to solve problems, teamwork ability as well as the 
acquired consciousness of the workplace culture (Teichler 2009, Wilton 2012). In the 
actual settings, students are expected to deal with problems by themselves and thus 
improve their professional growth. Students who have internship experience are often 
familiar with their working environment; hence, the probability of their experiencing 
‘entry shock’ between universities and companies may be reduced (Hergert 2009, 
Weible & McClure 2011). 
 Internships are also expected to help students build up their social networking, by 
which they could facilitate their school-to-work transition (Hergert 2009). For example, 
students with good internship performance often obtain higher chances of staying at 
that company or gathering reference letters for their future employment.  
 Internship could benefit the employers as well. It may reduce recruitment costs 
(Knouse & Fontenot 2008), given that evaluation of one’s performance via their 
internship is substantially more valuable and reliable than reading through their 
résumés and judging their interview performance (Gault et al 2010). Internship could 
also strengthen the cooperation between the university and employers. For those who 
have experienced internships in universities tend to experience a smoother school-to-
work transition, considering that large numbers of students may stay at the company 
where they have interned (school-to-work transition in Japan). Such company could 
also provide feedback to the universities on methods for improving their academic 
courses (Gault et al 2010). Given this win-win-win situation for the students, 
employers and institutions, internships often have a positive image. 
 Despite high appraisals by employers, students and institutions, the effect of 
internship on students’ employability enhancement remains unclear. The current 
research even illustrated that the positive image of internship is evaluated based on the 
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expectations and perceptions of students and academics rather than by the actual 
situation (Gault et al 2010, O’Connor & Bodicoat 2017, Wilfried & Juliane 2017). 
China’s government has constantly attached importance to internship. As early as 1953, 
the Central People’s Government Administration Committee passed the ‘Decision on 
Strengthening the Internship Work for Students in Institution of Higher Learning and 
Secondary Technical Schools’ (guanyu jiaqiang xuexiao yu zhongdeng jishu xuexiao 
xuesheng shengchan shixi gongzuo de jueding), stressing the importance of internship 
in cultivating national talents. In April of the same year, the Central Production 
Internship Steering Committee was set up. In September 1958, the ‘CPC Central 
Committee and State Council’s Instructions on Education’ (zhonggong zhongyang 
guowuyuan guanyu jiaoyu gongzuo de zhishi) promulgated by the State Council 
proposed the education policy of ‘education serves for the proletarian, education 
combines with productive labor’ (jiaoyu wei wuchan jieji fuwu, jiaoyu yu shengchan 
laodong xiang jiehe). Before the 1960s and 1970s, most of China’s institutions of 
higher learning, especially engineering colleges and universities, had a factory 
internship system, which was the earliest internship system for college students. In this 
internship system, the school would propose internship programmes in the previous 
year and send them to the national education sector and the State Planning Commission 
for unified arrangements. Then, the mandatory plan would be issued to state-owned 
large- and medium-sized enterprises for the latter to accept interns.  
After the 1980s, with the economic transition to the market economy, the 
internship system fell behind the development and needs of society. Thus, increasingly 
fewer enterprises were willing to accept interns. In 1987, the National Board of 
Education adopted the ‘Report on the Improvement and Strengthening of Production 
Internship and Social Practice in Institutions of Higher Education’ (guanyu gaijin he 
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jiaqiang gaodeng xuexiao shengchan shixi he shehui shijian gongzuo de baogao), 
which stated that ‘student internship incorporated into teaching programs is a 
combination of theory and practice, as well as an important aspect of training talents 
and teaching reform. Reforming and strengthening the student internship management 
work is the joint responsibility of schools and relevant departments’ (naru jiaoxue 
jihua de xuesheng shixi shi lilun he shijian de jiehe, peiyang rencai he jiaoxue gaige 
de zhongyang fangmian. Gaige he jiaqiang xuesheng shixi guanli gongzuo, shi xuexiao 
he youguan bumen de gongtong zeren). Later, the relevant departments of the central 
government issued the ‘Opinions on the Implementation of Social Practice of Students 
in Institutions of Higher Learning in an Extensive and Enduring Way’(guanyu 
guangfan shenru chijiu de kaizhan gaodeng xuexiao xuesheng shehui shijian de yijian), 
‘Opinions on Deepening the Social Practice of College Students in an Extensive and 
Enduring Way’ (guanyu shenru chijiu kaizhan daxuesheng shehui shijian de jidian 
yijian) and ‘Opinions on Further Strengthening and Improving Social Practice of 
College Students’(guanyu jinyibu jiaqiang he gaijin daxuesheng shehui shijian de 
yijian) and a series of other thematic documents, which put forward the overall 
requirements on the development of social practice of college students, including 
different views and specific requirements on the internship of each stage.  
In 2004, the Central Committee of the Communist Youth League of China and the 
National Union jointly launched the ‘Employment Internship Activity for College 
Students’ (daxuesheng jiuye jianyi xingdong), organising college students for the 
conduct of internships in enterprises and institutions to strengthen social practice links 
and subsequently compensate for the lack of education. In recent years, with the 
growing number of college graduates and on the notice of effectively arranging for 
college students’ employment annually issued by the State Council and the Ministry 
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of Education, colleges and universities are required to organise graduates to join 
internships (mandatory internship) and promote employment for the enhancement of 
the job adaptability of graduates.  
From the brief review of historical development of Chinese internship education, 
vocational education has clearly been emphasised constantly since the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China. This finding is especially the case in the current 
situation, considering that large numbers of students are produced annually. Under this 
background, nearly all colleges and universities have been required to organise 
students for internships, that is, mandatory internship. 
 Empirical studies have demonstrated that internship experience could enhance 
graduate employability and further promote their employment (Wang & Sun 2013). 
However, graduates from different types of universities appear to have various 
arguments. Based on the survey sampling of students in Beijing, 50% of students from 
higher vocational colleges and 211 institutions tend to hold this belief, but only 20% 
of students from 985 institutions held this idea and 50% of them clearly stated that the 
internships had no effect (Zhu et al 2012). 
The increasing difficulty of gaining a job have led several graduates to realise the 
importance of internship. According to the survey conducted in Beijing in 2009, the 
average number of days for internship was 25. However, this phenomenon reached 40 
days in 2010. This trend can be noticed in all types of universities. Students also tended 
to spend extra days in internships as their graduation approached. For example, 22% 
of senior students wanted to spend one or two months on internship, and only 10% of 
freshmen wanted to do the same (Zhu et al 2012). 
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Although internships are very important for enhancing students’ employment, 
they still have several problems in the Chinese context. First, seeking internship 
opportunities is very difficult for students and universities. According to the 
investigation by the Team magazine, over 70% companies, particularly private 
companies, do not want to offer internship opportunities. Only 5% of companies are 
willing to provide internships. Most of them are foreign companies and located in 
Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. Second, the quality of internship opportunity 
cannot be ensured. The majority only pay a visit to the related company and in this 
case, associating what they learned from books with the hands-on experience is 
extremely difficult for graduates (Du 2010b).  
2.8 Graduate Employability 
What’s more, scholars these days increasingly pay their attention to the political 
economy perspectives of graduate employment, employability in particular. The rapid 
higher education expansion worldwide has led to an increasing demand for higher 
education institutions to respond to the needs of the labour market, and the relationship 
between education and employment has changed from secured employment to the 
increasing emphasis on employability cultivation (Baruch 2004, Cranmer 2006, 
Grotkowska et al 2015, Mok et al 2016). The most urgent issue faced by universities 
is to present graduates with employability to find a job after graduation (Clarke 2008, 
Moore & Morton 2017). However, the question remains, what is employability?  
 Providing an exact definition of the concept of employability is difficult because 
the labour market that employees face is changing all the same. This logic requires the 
updated definition of employability (Clarke 2008). For example, scholars have 
identified seven different types of employability. The first concerns ‘dichotomic 
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employability’, which regards individuals who can work and those who cannot for 
reasons, such as the aged and the disabled or those who must perform their child-
rearing responsibilities. The second to the fifth are quite similar, namely, ‘socio-
medical employability’, ‘man-power policy employability’, ‘flow employability’ and 
‘labour market performance employability’. The sixth pertains to the ‘initiative 
employability’ and concerns the ability of people to sell their skills in the labour market. 
These skills are confined initially to knowledge and hard skills and then call for soft 
skills as well. The last one pertains to ‘interactive employability’, and is associated 
with an individual’s personal characteristics and traits of the broader labour market 
conditions (Gazier 2001). 
 From his classification, the first six definitions are all apparently from the supply 
side. It focuses on which kinds of employees are welcomed into the labour market. 
Only the last definition, the latest one, has been proposed recently, and calls for our 
attention to the demand side. Previous definitions that focus predominantly on the 
supply side (Yorke 2006) provide sound excuse for governments and employers not to 
be committed to equipping graduates with secured jobs after their graduation 
(Chertkovskaya et al 2013). In their logic, students themselves should be responsible 
for their own future. If they cannot find jobs, something must be wrong with them 
instead of the entire system. They must understand well how the labour market works 
and tailor the programmes to labour market needs (Chertkovskaya et al 2013). 
To understand the concept of employability, scholars put forward a more critical 
and comprehensive definition, namely, the duality of employability. He argued that 
the duality of employability is the nature of employability. On the one hand, it requires 
graduates to possess hard and soft skills that could attract prospective employers; on 
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the other hand, it asks governments and employers to provide ample opportunities to 
the graduates (Brown et al 2003, Yorke 2006). In other words, the nature of 
employment issues can be attributable in part to the employees themselves. Moreover, 
broader economic opportunities hold responsibility as well.  
2.9 Analytical Framework of the Study 
 Based on the previously reviewed theories, the study proposed the following 
analytical framework: 
 
Figure 2. 1 The Conceptual Framework of this Study: the Good Job Search in 
Transitional China 
 
2.9.1The Conceptual Framework 
 The reasons for researcher to present this theory list as follows: quantitative 
research method is the most dominant approach to understanding Chinese graduate 
employment issues, such as student status attainment or incomes (Bian & Huang 2015, 
Bian & Zhang 2013, Bian & Zhang 2014, Huang 2012, Huang 2015a, Huang 2015b, 
Huang 2017, Ye 2012, Yue 2012, Yue 2014b, Yue 2017, Yue & Chen 2015, Yue et al 
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2016). Competing theories, such as human and social capital and weak and strong ties 
are employed to explain the factors affecting labour market outcomes. These findings 
are valuable in facilitating our thorough understanding of graduate employment issues, 
but several problems still require considerable consideration. 
1) The majority of previous studies traced the influence of family on one’s first 
job acquisition to the final year, that is, when the senior students looked for jobs. They 
discussed mainly whether family’s social capital was helpful to one’s first job 
acquisition. However, family’s influence on one’s job-seeking process can be traced 
back much earlier. With respect to this influence, few studies are available.  
2) Previous studies often focused on the structural factors influencing the job 
search process, such as gender, type of university, human capital and cultural capital. 
However, it ignored how one’s professional preferences and their accompanying job 
search strategies affect this process. In other words, attention should also be given to 
the individuals themselves. How do they come up with strategies to finish university-
to-work transitional process? 
3) Previous studies have also given attention to the direct relationship between 
human capital, social capital and labour market outcomes. Other than these aspects, 
we also expect other channels, particularly indirect ones, that influence this process. If 
such is the case, what is it or what might it be?  
4) In China, the past four decades have witnessed outstanding achievements, 
particularly in economic development due to the economic reform and opening-up 
policy. However, inequality still persists. Hence, the approaches that previous 
quantitative research tackle seem inappropriate: they have grouped Chinese cities 
based on their administrative levels. In other words, they saw cities which enjoy the 
same administrative level as the same.  
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Regional inequality is one of the major inequalities in contemporary China, with 
hinterland cities developing at a lesser rate than its coastal counterparts. In this case, 
how can we treat all of them the same? For example, Lanzhou is the capital city of 
Gansu Province and in 2017, its GDP per-capital was 61,000 yuan. Guangzhou is the 
capital of Guangdong Province, and its GDP per-capital was 153,000 yuan in the same 
period. 
Several qualitative studies have also contributed to our understanding (Liu 2014, 
Ren et al 2011, Ren et al 2017, Wang & Lowe 2011). However, further research 
questions have also been proposed in light of their informative research. Several 
studies focused on big cities, such as Beijing or Shanghai, to see graduates’ job-seeking 
process in these areas (Liu 2008, Sun & Wang 2010, Wang & Lowe 2011). Chinese 
regional disparity is huge and in a few coastal regions, the disposal income of residents 
on average is close to the level of that in high-income countries, whereas that in the 
hinterlands is a little higher than that in a few least developed areas in Africa. In this 
case, we could expect graduates from different areas of China tend to encounter 
different landscapes of labour market opportunity. Under this background, how can 
they search for their jobs? Studies have given attention to this issue thus far.   
Second, institutional interactions, including the universities, government agencies, 
labour market intermediaries and graduates, have been proposed and analysed. 
However, how the students themselves utilised these resources to come up with their 
own strategies to transit from university to work has not been identified well. Third, 
families’ influence on one’s job acquisition has been explored further, particularly 
cultural capital. However, the focus appears to be more on the instrumental side, that 
is, what kinds of strategies the middle-class family employed to cultivate their children 
and ensure their social class status reproduction. The question ignores how their family 
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unconsciously influence one’s career-seeking process.  
For further understanding, we ask how graduates in different parts of China seek 
their first jobs, especially their preferred ones. The following theories will be employed 
comprehensively: human capital theory (Becker 1962, Becker 1994, Becker 2002, 
Schultz 1961), social capital theory (weak ties and strong ties) (Bian 1994a, Bian 1997, 
Bian 2007, Granovetter 1973, Granovetter 1983, Lin 1999) and cultural capital theory 
(Bourdieu 1973, Bourdieu 1977, DiMaggio 1982, DiMaggio & Mohr 1985, Rivera 
2012). The reasons explaining such theoretical choices are as follows. First, the 
relationship between higher education and work is a complex issue. As Marginson 
argues recently, ‘Given that education/work relations entail complex and multiple 
phenomena—and no theorization can contain all phenomena, while retaining a 
bounded coherence—it is axiomatic that more than one description of education/ work 
relations can provide useful insights’(Marginson 2017). 
Second, transitional China is significantly more complex, and several things have 
no examples to follow. As a Chinese saying goes, crossing the river is possible by 
touching the stones (mozhe shitou guohe). Accordingly, scholars are increasingly 
calling for the required use of the broader political economy perspective to analyse 
this problem, considering the difficulty that university graduates experience in hunting 
for jobs does not lie in graduate employability alone (Mok & Qian 2018). In fact, a 
systematic problem is indicated. University and labour market sectors and the entire 
society should work together to come up with solutions (Mok & Qian 2018, Ren et al 
2017). 
2.9.2 How the Conceptual Framework Guides this Research  
The study puts the graduate employment issue under the broader political-
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economic framework. When analysing this problem, the study not only pays attention 
to the micro-level data, that is, how the capitals are utilised by the students to complete 
the university-to-work transitional process, but also to the macro level. An example is 
the internship opportunity provided by the university, economic development disparity 
in these two areas and regional development policy, particularly from the reform and 
opening-up.  
 The first research question is, what is a good job in the eyes of these college 
graduates? The issue lies in good job construction. I will put it in the higher-order 
ecological systems and observe how the macro-economic condition affects one’s good 
job construction. I assume that on one hand, graduates have the freedom to construct 
any jobs they want; on the other hand, I assume the structural factors in general and 
the economic opportunity in particular, have an effect in this process. 
 The second question is, what factors influence their preferred job construction? 
Based on the reviewed theories, I assume that cultural, social and human capitals all 
have influence. However, because of the nature of these capitals and interregional 
labour market disparity, I further propose only by the internship can social and human 
capital have the function that associates what students learned in college with the world 
of labour market. However, cultural capital may also have a direct influence on one’s 
job construction, that is, students’ daily interactions with parents and/or the school. 
 The third question is, how do graduates obtain their preferred jobs? The three 
kinds of capital all have influence based on previous discussions. However, 
considering the labour market conditions, particularly the intrasystem and extrasystem 
and interregional economic opportunity disparity, I assume that in certain conditions, 
combinations among them could work. 
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2.10 Conclusion 
After reviewing the previous empirical and theoretical research, this chapter 
proposes the conceptual framework for the present research. The latter assumes that 
direct and indirect approaches may work in gaining a job. Human, cultural, and social 
capital work as direct factors influencing one’s good job acquisition. Internships may 
work as an indirect factor influencing one’s job acquisition. This chapter also argues 
that the broader political economic conditions and regional economic disparity must 
also be considered when analysing graduate employment issues. Student employment 
relates not only to the supply of labour force but also to the needs of the labour market, 
that is, how many job opportunities and what kind of opportunities are available.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
?
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Chapter 3 Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
The major objective of chapter is to highlight the ways that this research has been 
done. Based on the methodology discussions, in the first part, it presents clearly three 
research questions. In the second part, it illustrates how the case study method has been 
employed to answer the research question. It includes the research sites choice and 
their justification, research participants, data collection and analysis process. The 
chapter concludes with validity issues. 
3.2 Research Questions 
3.2.1 Methodological Issues 
Methodology refers to the logic of justification (Babbie 2013b, Bryman 2015e). 
The process usually begins with philosophical assumptions: ‘What is the nature of 
social and educational reality? What is the relationship of the investigator to what is 
investigated? And how is truth to be defined?’ (Smith & Heshusius 2004). These 
questions are all related to how knowledge about social life is acquired and what 
should be regarded as knowledge.  
 Two distinct claims regarding scientific methods exist to produce knowledge 
about social worlds (Babbie 2013a). Strictly following the approaches that natural 
scientists use to explore the world, this strain of social research assumes that scientific 
methods have nothing to do with the subject. These naturalists hold the view that truth 
is objective and that knowledge is waiting to be discovered. Bearing in mind this 
ideology, these scientists usually develop the deductive perspective to observe the 
social world. They usually propose the general principles or assumptions initially and 
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then use the positivism/functionalism tradition to solve the social problems (Babbie 
2013b).  
 On the contrary, social researchers argue that the social world comprises 
subjectively meaningful action of individuals, and meanings are taken only within the 
context. Owing to this strand of social science, interpretivists, as they are usually called, 
hold that social reality is constructed and can only be understood and appreciated 
within situations and people in their natural settings. Interpretivists develop the 
inductive theory to analyse the social world. In the initial stage, interpretivists do not 
always have clear theoretical assumptions, which become palpable as the research is 
conducted (Babbie 2013b).  
 The distinction between deductive and inductive epistemologies can be 
considered the philosophical basis for quantitative and qualitative research methods. 
The former refers to the application of surveys, structured interviewing and secondary 
data analysis to identify and establish the relationships between variables and 
statistical analysis as its technique; by contrast, the latter is concerned with 
investigating the understandings, meanings and interpretations that people credit to 
their social worlds by means of participant observations and in-depth interviews (Seale 
2012). The commonly proposed differences between these two approaches can be 
listed as follows: 
 
 
Table 3. 1 Quantitative and Qualitative Research Paradigm Differences  
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Source: (Seale 2012) 
This research focuses on the period of the rapid transformation of Chinese society, 
particularly in higher education expansion and graduate unemployment and how 
university graduates understand and interpret ‘the good job’ (Bai 2006, Chan 2015, 
Mok 2016). This research explores how individuals themselves seek to obtain their 
ideal jobs based on their good job construction. In particular, what strategies or 
resources do they use or access to obtain their ideal job? The nature of my research 
objective and questions are all qualitatively inclined, so qualitative research methods 
are used to approach the research questions.   
 Regarding data collection, various kinds of interview techniques, such as informal, 
semi-structured as well as in-depth interviews, were employed at different research 
stages. Qualitative research is an increasingly narrow-down process (Bryman 2012). I 
began with informal talks with informants by asking them to share their first job-
hunting experience with me. Having settled down research directions, semi-structured 
and in-depth form of interviews followed. Non-participatory as well as direct 
observation was also employed to observe how companies scout for new employees 
on university campuses. These types of methods were adopted to gather my primary 
data. 
 In addition to my primary data, I utilised secondary data as an important 
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supplement to shed light on the issue of graduate employment. Documents were 
accessed and analysed, including third-party data agency reports (e.g. MyCOS Chinese 
College Graduates’ Employment Annual Report) (MyCOS 2009, MyCOS 2010, 
MyCOS 2013, MyCOS 2014, MyCOS 2015), Chinese government official statistics 
(e.g. China Labor Statistical Yearbook), university-level comprehensive surveys (e.g. 
Peking University’s National Survey of Higher Education Graduates) (Yue 2012, Yue 
2014a) and scholars’ survey data (e.g. Youth Survey of Graduate Employment and 
Social Mobility in Greater China) (Mok 2016). 
This study aims to explore the graduates’ transitional experience from university 
to work. In particular, this study intends to achieve three objectives: 1) to understand 
what is a good job in the eyes of college expansion cohort, 2) to examine the factors 
that influence good job construction and 3) to understand how graduates seek their 
good jobs and its results. I utilised the case study approach to achieve these goals. Case 
study is a non-experimental study and is defined as ‘a method involving systematically 
gathering enough information about a particular person, social setting, event or group 
to permit the researcher to effectively understand how the subject operates or functions’ 
(Berg 2004). A case study is a frequently used approach in qualitative study because 
the nature of qualitative research matches that of a case study. 
The nature of qualitative research is to clarify personal experiences and the ways 
they interact with others (Berg 2004) and focuses on the process rather than outcomes. 
Scholars of case studies argue that this method is the preferred approach for enquiring 
as to how a programme, process or event is conducted. This is the kind of research 
question that I am asking. The strengths of case studies include being able to provide 
detailed information and investigate diverse variables in real-life settings as well as 
generate new ideas that can be tested with other methods. Case study is regarded as an 
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important way to develop, enrich theories and create knowledge. The limitations of 
case studies include long time for analysing and interpreting data and inability for 
generalising to a wide population as well as researchers’ subjectivity that may 
influence the conclusions (Berg 2004). 
3.2.2 Research Objectives and Questions 
I scheduled to learn how students who graduated from college since the rapid 
higher education expansion in Mainland China got their first full-time employment. 
The data were collected from the summer of 2016 to the fall of 2017 over two stages 
to achieve saturation empirically and theoretically. The data were analysed using 
Nvivo 11.0, a qualitative research software programme.  
The objective of my research is to examine the college graduates’ transitional 
experience from university to work under the college expansion background. 
Specifically, I intended to understand how the students themselves construct and seek 
the good job. I was interested in the interactions between these graduates and 
institutions, such as the university, the company and their family. Questions, such as 
what and how these institutions do to help the students finish the process, were 
included in the data collection and analysis. I focused on student evaluations because 
all Chinese universities nowadays have the students’ assistance centre, which serves 
as the bridge between students and companies. The centre usually invites the 
companies to visit the university to recruit new employees. However, the quality of 
this service varies greatly. Therefore, my main assumption is the entire coverage of job 
assistance from the university does not necessarily mean that university works well in 
terms of assisting students in finding jobs. This situation is especially true in 
universities situated in poor regions, because of the limited number of qualified 
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companies. Thus, I particularly focused on student comments to assess this situation.  
Finally, this study strives to identify the factors that influence the transitional 
process and to reveal its mechanism. As such, two competing theories—human capital 
theory (Becker 1962, Becker 1994) and socio-structure theory (Blau & Duncan 1967, 
Bourdieu & Passeron 1990)—were used in the Chinese society in the transition context 
because the incentive mechanism in the labour market is not completely based on the 
market principle, and the regional disparity remains large. On the basis of these facts, 
I assume that the two theories may coexist and even work together in the Chinese case. 
Using Bourdieu’s words, the variances of these two theories may result from the 
different rules of the labour market. 
Based on these discussions, the research presents three research questions: 
1. What is a good job in the eyes of college graduates seeking jobs in different 
parts of China? 
2. What are the factors that influence graduates’ good job constructions? 
3. How graduates utilize capitals to seek their good jobs and what’s the result?  
3.3 Research Sites 
Part of my research focuses on how young Chinese people in different areas with 
socio-economic differences interpret the difficulty in graduate employment and come 
up with solutions to deal with these problems. I proposed the case comparison that 
spotlights two cities in China, namely, Shenzhen and Lanzhou.  
The primary aspect of the case study determines the level of the case. The level 
can be at the individual, group or organisational levels depending on the research 
questions. Individual level was determined the most appropriate level for analysis 
given that the main research object was to explore the transitional process to first full-
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time job of university graduates.  
In addition, this research was designed at multiple cases, particularly two cases, 
at the city comparison level to compare and contrast the ways people at different socio-
economic developmental zones, particularly those places with varying degrees of 
development, employ to finish this transitional process. Compared with a single case, 
a multiple case study is more cogent, and its findings are usually more robust (Yin 
2013).  
3.3.1 Shenzhen 
Situated in Guangzhou Province, Shenzhen is a mega city, located in the northern 
part of Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. At the beginning of Chinese reform 
and the open up policy (1979), Shenzhen was designated one of China’s first special 
economic zone (SEZ). Since then, Shenzhen has been one of the fastest growing cities 
in China. Its gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate between 1981 and 1993 was 
40% per annum, whereas the country’s GDP growth rate was 9.8%. Its GDP increased 
from 820 million yuan in 1979 to 123 billion yuan in 2009, and the average annual 
increase rate of GDP is 25.8%. Its population has reached 10 million, 32 times higher 
than its population in the pre-reform period (Shen & Gordon 2017).  
Shenzhen is a major financial centre in southern China, one of the largest cities in 
the Pearl River Delta Region (an economic hub of China10), home to the Shenzhen 
Stock Exchange as well as the headquarters of numerous high-tech companies. It is 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? Pearl River Delta Region has low-end manufacture products as well as high-end technological inventors. It is 
regarded as a major manufacturing centre in China, at the same time, is home to many famous high-tech companies, 
such as BYD, Konka, Skyworth, Tencent, ZTE, TP-Link, BGI (Beijing Genomics Institute), OnePlus and Huawei. 
Many foreign high-tech companies have their China operations centres located in the Science and Technology Park 
of the Nanshan District. It is also seen as an ideal fertile ground for startups both at home and abroad. Successful 
startup companies include Petcube, Palette, Wearvigo, Notch and Makeblock. Recent years, with the rising cost of 
labours and the advocate from the Chinese governments, Shenzhen is increasingly transforming from low-end 
sectors to high-end ones (Shen & Gordon, 2017).? ?
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ranked 19th in the 2016 edition of the Global Financial Centre Index published by the 
Z/Yen Group and Qatar Financial Centre Authority, ranked 4th amongst 659 Chinese 
cities and ranked 3rd in the use of foreign capital. Shenzhen also has one of the busiest 
container ports in the world (Shen & Gordon 2017).  
3.3.2 Lanzhou 
Situated in the northwest of China, Lanzhou is the capital city of Gansu Province. 
Lanzhou is an important regional transportation hub that links other parts of the 
country by railway. Rich in natural resources (35 minerals are found here), Lanzhou is 
a centre famous for its heavy industries, including petrochemical, nonferrous metal, 
power, metallurgical, machinery and coal industries (Academy 2016). 
 Chinese regional development policy11 has greatly changed since the reform and 
open up. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Mao 
advocated a policy of regional balance and self-reliance for the interior areas that were 
experiencing slow development. Many interior cities enjoyed a priority development 
status when the state built up many state-owned enterprises, and the majority of which 
were heavy industries, explaining why the GDP of these regions was very competitive 
in Mao’s China. For example, the GDP of Lanzhou was once ranked 20th in 197812. 
However, the GDP ranking dropped from 20th in 1978 to 100th in 2016 because of the 
shift of regional development policy to comparative advantage.  
Although the practice of 30 years of reform and opening-up shows that the private 
economy is the promoter of rapid economic growth in China, a large gap remains 
between the private economy in Lanzhou and that in other parts of the country. 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
11 Chinese regional development policy is extrapolated in the next chapter.  
12 The total number of cities in 1978 was 193 cities, and this number increased to 655 in 2007. 
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Lanzhou Private Economic Development Report issued in 2015 showed that the 
private economic development in Lanzhou these days was only in the stage of 
processing primary products. A small amount of money was invested in the new high-
tech industry with advanced technology and few independent intellectual property 
rights. Private economy does not develop well in the secondary industry; it is 17.7% 
lower than the average in the country. It is mainly concentrated in the tertiary industry, 
but 75% of these enterprises are labour-intensive industries, engaged in wholesale and 
retail, catering and business services. A few are involved in the technology and 
knowledge-intensive industry. As such, Lanzhou’s industrial structure is very 
imbalanced, with only a few strong public sector companies and large numbers of 
weak non-public sector companies (Academy 2016). 
 Figure 3.1 shows the differences in the marketisation indicators between Gansu 
and Guangdong where Lanzhou and Shenzhen are situated, respectively. 
 
Figure 3. 1 The Comparison between Gansu and Guangzhou  
Note: The Proportion of Urban Force Employed in the Non-public Sectors in Gansu 
and Guangzhou are 51% and 83%, respectively. 
The national ranking of the corresponding index is in the parentheses 
Data Source: Neri Index of Marketization of China’s Provinces 2011 Report(Fan et al 
2012) 
 The degree of marketisation in Gansu is more backward (29th) and Guangdong is 
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more advanced (4th) in the 31 surveyed provinces. This result is in line with the reform 
and opening-up policy that the coastal parts of China greatly benefit from, leaving 
other areas of China behind. Moreover, the non-public sector economy in Gansu 
develops slowly; thus, the proportion of people who work in the non-public sector is 
small. The majority of people are hired in the public sector. In terms of the introduction 
of foreign capital, Gansu also falls behind. The situation in Guangdong, however, is 
quite different. Compared with Gansu, Guangdong has an excellent performance in 
terms of non-public sector economy and foreign capital investment. In conclusion, the 
economic development in Gansu is unbalanced with strong public sector, and its 
Guangdong counterpart has a balanced economic structure, in which the non-public 
sector and foreign capital investment perform well. 
As a correlation, the proportion of the urban workforce who works in public 
sectors also varies greatly in these two cities.  
 
Figure 3. 2 Urban Workforce in the Public Sectors  
Note: Y-axis refers to the proportion of people who works in the public sectors (urban 
workforce) 
Data source: Shenzhen from 
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http://www.sztj.gov.cn/xxgk/tjsj/tjnj/201701/t20170120_5943580.htm 
Lanzhou from http://tjj.lanzhou.gov.cn/col/col4851/index.html 
 The proportion of citizens who work in the public sectors are larger in Lanzhou 
than in Shenzhen. Figure 3.2 is also supported by the China Survey of Social Change 
conducted by the Xi’an Jiaotong University in 2010, which found that 75.9% of the 
labour force in Lanzhou who works outside the non-agricultural sectors usually work 
in state-owned or collectively owned enterprises. A total of 87.9% of the labour force 
who works outside the non-agricultural sectors usually works in state-owned 
companies, state-controlled joint-stock companies or collectively owned or controlled 
joint stock companies (Bian 2010).  
 In addition to the quantitative dimension of the economic differences of these two 
regions, great variations in the quality of the non-public economy are observed. The 
development of the non-public sector economy in Lanzhou has three characteristics: 
1) the total economic output of the non-public sector is small. For example, in the first 
half of 2016, the non-public sector economy contributed to 43.32% of the city’s GDP, 
which was 12.7% lower than the national average performance and 22.7% lower than 
its eastern coastal counterparts. 2) The proportion of the aforementioned designated 
sized industrial enterprises measured by its annual operating income, which is more 
than 20,000,000 RMB, to the number of non-public sector industrial enterprises is only 
0.64%. Only one of the top 500 private enterprises is located in Lanzhou. 3) The 
economic structure of these non-public sector enterprises is unsound. Most of them are 
engaged in the tertiary industry; 80% of them are engaged in the wholesale and retail 
industries. Only 6.7% of them are engaged in the secondary industry, and they are 
small-scale, low-tech and resource-based enterprises with weak innovation capabilities 
(Fu 2013). The backwardness of the non-public economy has become a reason for 
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Lanzhou’s backward economic development (Academy 2016).                              
Conducting this kind of city-level comparison benefits my research. China is huge, 
so conducting a qualitative research across China is almost impossible. Therefore, 
selecting the representative case to tell the Chinese story is reasonable. The other 
important reason is that the Chinese regional development is too uneven. Presenting 
one city cannot necessarily stand for the influence of social development on youth 
employment. I drew upon the multiple-case study approach in two particular cities to 
balance these two sides. One of the cities is Lanzhou, which develops very well before 
the reform and opening up but its economic development becomes somewhat sluggish 
and has a strong public sector and weak non-public sector. The other city is Shenzhen 
whose economy has developed rapidly due to the implementation of Chinese reform 
and open up. Even so, I emphasise that although these two cities were selected 
carefully, they cannot represent all the Chinese cities. Some cities, for example, 
continue to lag behind Lanzhou’s economic performance.   
3.4 Research Participants 
3.4.1 Sampling 
Purposive, snow balling and theoretical sampling were used in the research. 
Purposive sampling is ‘a form of non-probability sample, in which the researcher aims 
to sample cases/participants in a strategic way so that those sampled are relevant to the 
research questions that are being posed’ (Bryman 2015b) . Researchers build a sample 
that is satisfactory to their specific needs, enabling them to use their own judgement 
to select cases that will best answer research questions and meet the objectives of the 
study. In snowball sampling, researchers collect data from the few members they have 
identified from the target population possessing the characteristics they require, and 
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then ask these individuals to provide the required information to find other members 
of that population whom they know. These people are then used to collect or identify 
individuals who qualify for inclusion, and they, in turn, identify others.  
Theoretical sampling is used ‘mainly in relation to grounded theory to refer to 
purposive sampling carried out so that emerging theoretical considerations guide the 
selection of cases and/or research participants. Theoretical sampling should continue 
until a point of theoretical saturation is reached’ (Bryman 2015b). This type of 
sampling enables the researcher to ask participants what types of questions and 
determine what types of participants are needed. They are also selected to permit 
comparison between more or less similar groups, which not only determines the 
generalisability of the emerging theory but also increases theoretical and conceptual 
densities by maximising the possibility of discovering new relevant categories and 
finding differences at the dimensional level between the properties of a particular 
category. Sampling may only cease when one has achieved full theoretical saturation, 
not only of each of the categories but also of the theory as a whole. This situation 
occurs in the final stage of filling in the gaps. 
This research began with purposive sampling that is based on my own 
observations. Then, I used these informants to introduce other individuals whose 
experiences were typical and unique and were willing to share these episodes with me. 
Research respondents found my paper’s information (such as my research objectives 
and research questions) in the purposive sampling process posted on their Wechat; thus, 
those who were interested could get in touch with me. In addition, I recruited research 
respondents from my previous teachers. They introduced their students to me, and 
these students further recommended their friends and roommates13. I used the snowball 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
13 Some respondents of my research randomly went in their room. Their roommate is not always their classmate 
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and theoretical sampling at the second and third stages, respectively. The following is 
the overview of my research participants (names are pseudonyms). 
?  
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
and may study different majors. This phenomenon guaranteed the randomness of my sample, although the 
qualitative research does not necessarily require randomness in the sampling stage. 
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Table 3. 2 Career Considerations by Demographics and Majors 
 
3.5 Data Collection 
Data collection has at least four stages. The first stage concerns the introduction 
of this research field. Before beginning my doctoral study, I worked for almost two 
years, giving me the space to be sure what I wanted to research in the further stage. 
Based on my personal job-seeking experience and observations about my classmates 
in all stages (from my primary school to master level), I became interested in the 
research field of graduate employment. I noticed that students with remarkable socio-
economic background had good career in which they would step into, and their scores 
slightly affected these outcomes. Attending universities or not and what types of 
universities one can go to seems to have a slight relevance with the career they are 
selecting. This phenomenon, to an extent, confirms one of the Chinese sayings ‘a good 
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dad works better than a good grade’ (youge haochengji buru youge haobaba) and 
strongly clashes with my meritocratic worldview, which has been instilled in my mind 
since I was young. If a so-called Chinese opens up reform and only strengthens the 
established social orders, then how can the students with disadvantaged family 
background achieve social mobility by relying on their hard work ethic?  
 This puzzle has haunted me for a long time, and I wanted to use it as a topic to 
pursue my doctoral degree. In my second semester, I took an advanced qualitative 
research method course offered by the Chinese University of Hong Kong, and the 
professor in this class required all of us to select one topic to complete an empirical 
study. Based on my former observations, I invited my friends who I think could 
provide me with rich data about their job-seeking experience to participate in my 
research. This research was also utilised as the pilot study to fulfil the requirements of 
first year doctoral students of Lingnan University to finish a topic defence at the end 
of their first year. Honestly, I still did not focus my research at this stage and in my 
pilot study, I often began with the broad open-ended question: ‘Please share with me 
your job seeking experiences’.  
Having transcribed six cases, I found an interesting phenomenon: Almost all the 
students admitted that they did not experience difficulty in applying for a job these 
days, but the only difficulty is to get one that satisfies them. Getting what they perceive 
to be a good job is increasingly difficult for them these days. I assumed that the 
questions about what is good or bad are a matter of personal choice. Opinions varied 
from person to person. According to Hamlet, one thousand people have one thousand 
images in their eyes. In fact, after the initial analysis, I found an interesting pattern. 
Graduates who find jobs at different places use various labels to describe their ideal 
jobs. For example, graduates who find jobs in Lanzhou prefer to use of labels, such as 
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stable, permanent or a job-for life. This phenomenon is especially the case for those 
who originally come from Lanzhou for higher education and then go back to work in 
Lanzhou. I asked them why they use these labels, but their answers were vague.  
The other interesting topic that arises from the pilot study was students who pursue 
higher education in different regions may use various words to explain their job entry 
process. For example, one student who studied in Lanzhou told me that she did not 
know where to go after graduation; she felt that she was forced to leave the school. 
The other student, who also studied in Lanzhou, told me that she was eager to work 
and live independently. She knew well about her future jobs. This kind of phenomenon 
puzzled me, and I wondered why students who studied in the same city have such 
different attitudes towards their future jobs. I asked them the reason first, but I did not 
receive an answer. Other students had not even considered this question before and 
encouraged me to clarify and explain to them.  
 I needed to know more cases to understand why graduates show different attitudes 
even they seek jobs in the same cities. Therefore, after the topic defence, with the help 
of my former informants, I went to Lanzhou and Shenzhen to scout additional cases. 
This step is the third stage of my data collection, where I found that school-to-work 
transition theory in general, capital theory in particular, are extremely useful. I finished 
20 cases in my third stage, and after transcription, I used a grounded theorising 
approach to analyse my data14 . When considering gender, type of universities and 
majors, I found that people who pursue jobs in different regions may have dissimilar 
interpretations towards their initial job and differences amongst students from different 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
14 I collected the qualitative data from the views of various categories of respondents and then analysed them 
thematically by comparing the responses to identify common themes, similarities and contrasts with grounded 
theorising approach. Posterior inductive reduction methodology was used to develop broad and consistent themes. 
Any explanations or theories that emerged were derived from the dataset itself rather than from prior theoretical 
perspectives.  
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regions and social classes. Therefore, in the second year of presentation, I made a 
report about these findings. However, most of the respondents in these 20 cases 
graduated between 2003 and 2010. They are all early-expansion school leavers. 
Therefore, my professors advised me to find other cases who graduated in recent years 
and to see whether similar findings could exist amongst them. Subsequently, I went to 
the two cities again in the summer of 2017 and supplemented 12 cases who all 
graduated between 2010 and 2016.  
3.6 Data Analysis 
 Scholars primarily utilise thematic analysis in qualitative data analysis. Thematic 
analysis refers to ‘the extraction of key themes in one’s data. It is a rather diffuse 
approach with few generally agreed principles for defining core themes in data’ 
(Bryman 2015c). Dividing the raw data in this manner simplifies the finding of themes 
or patterns. Interpreting patterns and comparing and contrasting the different cases are 
also easier.  
 Although scholars approach thematic analysis differently, thematic coding is 
considered the most important step. Zigzag approach, open coding as well as indicative 
and deductive coding combined are all common ways to code the data, and the 
characteristics of these methods indicate the complex and often dialectic process of 
qualitative data analysis (Seale 2004). Taking the zigzag approach as an example 
highlights the iterative process until data and themes become saturated and emphasises 
that several rounds of data collection and analysis are normal in qualitative data 
analysis.  
 Considering that several rounds of data collection and analysis are necessary in 
qualitative data analysis, I began with the open coding whereby I coded the data line 
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by line and sentence by sentence. I did not give each sentence a label; rather, the 
process enabled me to immerse in the data and treat all parts equally. I employed the 
combined inductive and deductive coding. Inductive approach enabled me to find 
themes by carefully reading the context and paying attention to ‘indigenous concepts’ 
(concepts usually from the context) to stick labels to the context. From the deductive 
approach, I sought labels which manifested in the context of similar studies and the 
theoretical framework of this research. 
 In a word, in my empirical data analysis, on one hand, I utilised the deductive way 
to analyse my data because my work does not aim to find empirical data to test the 
theory; rather, it aims to enrich the theory in the Chinese context. Reflexively, I 
maintained an open mind to indigenous ideas and themes, which arose from the 
collected data. This step is an extremely important issue. On the other hand, this 
empirical research must have a dialogue with other classic empirical studies to find the 
consistency and inconsistency of previous works.  
 After completing the thematic analysis of each case, the next step was to compare 
and contrast these themes case by case in multiple dimensions, for example, socio-
economic status, type of companies and the city (Lanzhou or Shenzhen). Important 
reasons were detected on the basis of these comparisons.  
 The data analysis was achieved using the software Nvivo, which has the capacity 
to store, analyse and report data more effectively than traditional manual methods. I 
established folders within the main document folder to assemble data files by source. 
For example, I have different folders for readings, interviews and reflections. The 
benefit of using NVivo is that I could ‘tag’ data with codes, which stand for a theme 
or meaning. The data with similar meanings were clustered together, and in later 
analysis, different themes were hierarchically constructed to understand the problem 
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better.  
 The unit of analysis in this research is individuals or the students themselves. Thus, 
each student was given a case node, whereby documents and references related to this 
node were stored. The demographic data collected from each student were recorded as 
attributes of each case. This benefited the research greatly in the latter processes of 
comparing and contrasting the empirical data.   
3.7 Research Ethics 
 Ethics is an important issue when conducting a research. It is about how research 
respondents should be treated. Scholars mentioned at least four aspects of research 
ethics, namely, do no harm to research respondents, obtain informed consent upon 
beginning the research, do not deceive respondents in any circumstances and do not 
invade their privacy and leak their information (Bryman 2015a). These aspects are all 
about the strong relationship between the researcher and the research respondents 
(Babbie 2015).  
 Researchers are assumed to be all-powerful and control the research. This 
assumption is especially the case in political studies, in which topics focus on 
inequality and informants that are involved vulnerable groups. On one side, this issue 
is unavoidable because researchers sometimes need to work across social divides, such 
as class, race and gender, to collect data. Therefore, some people prefer that researchers 
must share common characteristics in a class, race and gender dimensions to gather 
data. On the other side, contacting various kinds of people and collecting data from 
them are assumed to be inevitable. In this strain of thought, experienced scholars 
suggest being open to this complexity, recognising it and doing reflexive work along 
the way (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992).  
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 Regarding the power relationship in my research, the most important factor was 
the need for me to be alert during the first round of informant selection because three 
of them were my former students. When I was a junior student in the university, I was 
also a volunteer in my community, teaching English in the year-2 high school students. 
I had been teaching English for almost one year, and during this time, all of them took 
part in the National College Entrance Exam and then went to university. We established 
a very good relationship during that period because my age is close to theirs, and this 
relationship has continued until now. In the following year, I also kept in touch with 
them via Chinese social media applications, such as Wechat and QQ. Thus, I knew 
their college life quite well, and many of them would ask my advice when they 
encounter difficulties. Six years passed, when I began this research in trying to find 
the appropriate informants, I asked them for help, and some expressed their interests 
and willingness in my research.  
To draw a conclusion about our relationship, I am their respectful teacher at the 
first stage, and then some of them became my friends. Honestly, this type of friendship 
does not strictly follow the type of age cohort friendship. If you make friends with 
people of your age, then making jokes with others is common. In my case, although 
we developed friendship at the later stage, I still noticed an element of student–teacher 
relationship. I could not make jokes with them as I do when I am with my peers, and I 
still need to behave myself well and vice versa. We all need to regulate our image in 
front of one another. I think these types of relationships can affect my data. What they 
shared with me about their job-hunting experience would be added into ‘rhetorical’ 
words/expressions to justify their experiences. This situation is quite common, and the 
works proposed by Erving Goffman, such as The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 
offer further discussions. People generally want to leave a positive impression on 
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strangers, more so on their beloved friends (Goffman 2006).  
The question was how was I to deal with this potential problem? The first way 
was my six-year observation and judgement. This is especially the case when they 
became my informants. I reviewed our previous talks, and with their permission, their 
information was posted on Wechat and QQ. I also relied on some of their friends’ 
judgement because they were my students, and I knew them as well. The third 
approach I employed was to conduct a repeated interview with my informants when I 
discovered something interesting or difficult to understand. The construction words of 
lies are psychologically proven to change if the same topic is discussed at different 
times. This phenomenon is especially the case when my informants were required to 
have an impromptu response. If they lied to me, then it was quite easy to detect when 
I interviewed them for the second time. The posted information on social media 
applications and the comments and evaluations from their friends served as the 
triangulation information of my research. 
 The second important aspect of ethics in the research is the acquisition of informed 
consent before beginning the research and issues, such as privacy and confidentiality. 
I completed the necessary documents and obtained the consent form from Lingnan 
University Ethics Committee before going to the field to collect the data. I was aware 
that my participants, especially those from the lower socio-economic status and tier 
universities, potentially recall a struggling and enduring memory regarding their job 
hunting process, such as discrimination in the job markets, because my research was 
about the first job-hunting experience of university graduates. For example, some 
companies may prefer graduates from top tier universities, such as 985 Project or 211 
Project universities, discriminating those from the lower-tier universities. In practice, 
I warmly welcomed them to share this experience with me, but I told them in advance 
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that they could stop being interviewed if they felt distressed.  
 Before interviewing, I always explained to my research informants the following 
questions in Chinese: 
· What is the study about? 
· Why do you think I am suitable to take part in this research? 
· How did you get my name/find out that I was suitable for the study? 
· Why is this study important? 
· How will be the study be conducted? 
· What is my participation in the study? 
· Will this study benefit me? 
· Are risks or hazards involved? 
· Will people be able to find out my details because of this study? 
· What if I change my mind or do not want to be involved? 
· What will happen to the information I provided you?  
· Who will be the potential readers? 
 I also obtained their informed consent before collecting the data. My research 
respondents were informed that they could stop being interviewed at any time without 
any reason. The information they shared with me was treated as confidential, and they 
are not identified in the final dissertation. They are referred to by pseudonyms, and 
any identifying demographic information is not included. Non-identifying names have 
been attributed to universities where they graduated as well as companies where they 
are working to represent their information. 
3.8 Validity Issue 
Validity issue is a critical component in evaluating the quality of research. It can 
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refer to the internal as well as the external validity. Internal validity refers to ‘whether 
there is a good match between researchers’ observations and the theoretical ideas they 
develop’ (Bryman 2015d). External validity refers to what extent the findings in the 
research can extend to or generalise to other social settings.  
Typically, qualitative research is focused on a small sample, looking for patterns, 
trends and meanings within them. Although this research selects two types of cities in 
terms of economic and social development in China, generalising the findings to the 
Chinese society as a whole is not the intention. The typical small sample size of 
qualitative studies limits the generalisations and external validity of the findings.  
The researchers’ own biases or subjectivity is often questioned when it comes to 
validity issues. To eliminate bias completely is almost impossible, yet, strategies to 
mitigate the bias exist. During the research, understanding the impact of researchers’ 
own attitudes, values and social background on the study is important. The entire 
research should be conducted reflexively (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). 
The other threat to the validity issues of qualitative research is ‘reactivity’, which 
Maxwell described as the influence of the research on the setting or individuals 
investigated. ‘What the informant says is always influenced by the interviewer and the 
interview situation’ (Maxwell 2012). This research strived to make the interviewees 
feel as comfortable as possible so that honest answers about their work were provided; 
open-ended questions were asked so as not to lead the respondent to give the ‘right 
answer’ because there is no right answer in this study.  
3.9 Validity Improvement 
I used the following methods to improve the validity of my study: monitoring 
subjectivity, triangulation data collection, encouraging participation feedback, 
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searching for discrepant data, sharing with colleagues and maintaining an audit trail. 
3.9.1 Encouraging Participant Feedback 
 Maxwell and Merriam suggested that participants to be given the opportunity to 
provide feedback on the data and conclusions (Maxwell 2012). After I transcribed the 
interviews, I emailed the transcripts to the informants whom I interviewed. Reducing 
or ruling out the possibilities of misinterpretation of the meanings of what participants 
say and do is important. By doing so, biases and misunderstanding are identified. I 
received few clarifications from my informants and interviewed them again to update 
my empirical data. 
3.9.2 Sharing with Supervisors and Colleagues 
 Receiving comments from supervisors and colleagues are also essential. During 
my research, I regularly reported my research progress to my two supervisors and 
shared my analysis with them. My chief supervisor also provided opportunities for me 
to present my paper at a conference, which had the benefit of sharing my research 
findings as well as the opportunity to receive feedback from conference participants. I 
also benefited from the discussion with my friends and colleagues, including doctoral 
students from different universities and departments and students who have graduated 
from universities and are now working, whom I shared my research with. For example, 
for doctoral students, I shared how my research questions evolved and how I dealt with 
them methodologically and theoretically; for university graduates, I shared my 
preliminary findings and asked their comments. In the process of this communication, 
I developed my confidence as a researcher and the value of my research. During the 
process, I did not disclose any identities of my research informants. In addition, this 
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group maintained a policy of confidentiality of any information. 
3.10 Conclusion 
This methodology chapter mainly addresses the way that this research has been 
conducted. The chapter begins with the philosophical discussions about qualitative 
research as well as quantitative research and proceeds to the methodology this research 
utilised. Case study methods are used to understand the good jobs in the perspective 
of recent graduates. The research design part begins with discussions about the field 
description and participant information; data collection methods (i.e. document 
analysis and interview) and data analysis approaches. This section ends with the ethnic 
issues and validity improvement approaches.  
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Chapter 4 Background of the Study 
4.1 Introduction 
 This major objective of this chapter is to present the Chinese case context and to 
review the themes related to the research. The chapter focuses on labour market sectors 
such as the change of the labour market since the Chinese economic reform, the labour 
market segmentation and rise of the intra-system (tizhi nei) and extra-system (tizhi wai) 
sectors, the Chinese graduate recruitment in autumn (qiuzhao) and spring (chunzhao), 
the education sectors, particularly higher education, such as higher education 
expansion and differentiation and the linkage between higher education and industrial 
structures. In addition, the chapter presents the inequality dimensions related to the 
research, that is, the social class and regional economic development inequality. The 
chapter also analyses the economic reform policies that benefit the coastal areas of 
China.  
4.2 Labour Market Sector 
Chinese market-oriented reforms, which significantly influences all aspects of the 
Chinese economy, including the labour market, started in the late 1978 (Bian 1994c, 
Meng 2000, Xu 2012). Before this period, the local bureau of labour granted job quotas 
to each work unit (dan wei). Other essential necessities such as housing, medical 
services, pensions and childcare are also provided to employees. Once employed, the 
work unit has no right to fire them and employees have no right to quit or change their 
jobs. People usually hold this position for their entire lives, and this job allocation 
system is called the ‘iron rice bowl system’.  
The mechanism of the job allocation system matches the labour supply with the 
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national economy needs. Thus, individuals do not choose their jobs. The saying, ‘I am 
the brick of the Chinese socialist construction and I will go wherever when needed’ 
(woshi shehui zhuyi de yikuaizhuan, nali xuyao wo, wo jiuqu nali) popular during this 
time described this phenomenon. This job assignment system lasted from the mid-
1950s to the early 1990s. Not all the citizens in China could enjoy this system, which 
only 20% of the entire population who held the urban household registration status 
(hukou) could enjoy. Therefore, the majority of the rural residents in China needed to 
fend for themselves. The hukou system prevents a large number of the labour force in 
rural areas from going to or working in cities (Wu 2002, Wu & Treiman 2004, Wu & 
Treiman 2007).  
However, this strict job assignment system began to weaken after the reform. By 
increasing autonomy to low-tier decision-makers, the Chinese government promoted 
the socialist market economy. For example?the Chinese government allowed state-
owned enterprises (SOEs or guoyou qiye) to decide their own wages and lay off spare 
workers. The SOEs can also enjoy certain freedom to preserve a percentage of their 
profits to provide incentive bonuses to workers. Moreover, the labour contract15 was 
introduced in 1986, which indicated the end of the lifelong employment in the state or 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? The labour contract has three kinds: the fixed-term contract, the non-fixed term (or open-ended) contract and the 
project-based contact. According to the Ministry of Labour and Social Security’s Blue Book of Chinese 
Employment (jiuye lanpishu) and Chinese labour law, the fixed-term contract refers to the labour contract that 
the employer and the employee stipulate at the time of termination of the contract. The contract specifically refers 
to the stakeholders involved in the contract which clearly stipulate the validity of the contract’s starting and ending 
time. Labour relation is terminated when the labour contract period expires. If the two sides agree, they could renew 
the labour contract, extending the deadline. Fixed-term labour contract can be short, such as six months, one year 
or two years, and can also be long, such as five to ten years (jiuye lanpishu). The fixed-term contract is considered 
the new standard labour market contract in China. Non-fixed term labour contract refers to the time of termination 
between the employer and employee which is not stipulated in the contract. According to Article 20 of the Labour 
Law, those who have been with an employer for more than ten years can request a non-fixed contract. Once this 
kind of contract is assigned, the employer cannot lay off employees at will. In practice, the Blue Book states that 
fixed-term labour contracts are more well-known compared with non-fixed forms. Furthermore, the project-based 
contract refers to a contract that ends when the project is finished. Compared with the labour market in Western 
countries, the ‘standard’ employment in the Chinese context refers to the ‘precarious’ employment in the Western 
context: forms of work characterised by limited social benefits and statutory entitlements, job insecurity, low wages 
and high risks of ill-health (Xu, 2012). 
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collectively owned enterprises. Employees hired after this period were required to 
follow this rule, whereas the previous generation still followed the iron rice bowl 
system (Guthrie 2012, Xu 2012). By introducing the employment contract, the labour 
market was formed to replace previously existing long-term labour functions market 
(laowu shichang), in which the former was regulated by state agencies, whereas the 
latter was regulated by the market (Tomba 2002). 
As for college graduate employment issues, the state announced the reform plan 
of job assignment for college graduates (gaodeng xuexiao biyesheng fenpei zhidu 
gaige fangan) in 1986. In this plan, the old compulsory unidirectional job assignment 
system was replaced by bidirectional negotiation-based choices between college 
graduates and their future employers (Xu 2012). In the 1990s, the quota system for job 
assignment in state enterprises ended, allowing enterprises and individual employees 
to choose from one another. In 1995, the central government further institutionalised 
this change, and thus the labour law was established, which basically acknowledges 
employers and workers as independent and autonomous players in the market. 
However, this change does not indicate that the Chinese economy has converged 
with its Western counterparts. Instead, such change shows a mixture of market 
economy and state planning simultaneously16 although the proportion of economic 
transactions in the marketplace increased (Mok 2013, Naughton 2007, Walder 1988, 
Xu 2012, Zhou 1995). Naughton defined the results of the economic reform from the 
late 1970s to the early 1990s as a product of the dual-track policy of the state, which 
maintained the main elements of planned economy, whereas economic development 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
16 Many studies have discussed whether a Chinese model of economic development (for example, socialist control 
model) followed after the open and reform up policy (Hong, 2016; Hua & Hu, 2014; Mok, 2013; Xu, 2012). The 
Chinese government increasingly used neo-liberal techniques to regulate the country. Simultaneously, the 
government does not abandon its existing modes of governance. China has maintained a command economy in 
which the market is under the control of state planning. 
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was pursued in certain introduced and confined sectors of the market economy 
(Naughton 2007). The evolutionary and gradual labour marketisation from job 
assignment to individual choice in the labour market was then aligned with the dual-
track policy, which perceived free labour away from strict state control as a sine qua 
non for economic development. 
4.2.1 Labour Market Segmentation  
Owing to the differences in the institutional attributes of employment sectors, 
people hold the same or similar volumes of human capital work in various sectors. The 
welfare benefits, social prestige and influences of these sectors significantly vary 
(O'Hara 2002). Generally, these sectors could be divided into two large groups: 
primary and secondary labour markets. The primary labour market is characterised by 
high income, sound working conditions and reliable employment with an internal 
labour market for further career development, whereas jobs in the secondary labour 
market have contrasting conditions (Osterman 1975, Reich et al 1973). Although the 
division of labour market is a worldwide phenomenon, the mechanism of the division 
differed. For example, in the market economic system of the Western society, the 
factors contributing to market segmentation are gender, race and the nature of industry 
sectors (Kelley & Evans 2015). However, institutional reason is the primary reason for 
the labour market segmentation in China (Jin 2008, Qiao et al 2009). 
The reform and opening up have witnessed remarkable achievements in the 
Chinese economy, but the reform in social areas has been relatively backward. Thus 
far, reform in social areas has not formed a unified, open, competitive and orderly 
market economic system. Owing to the differences in the ownership of resources 
control, labour market segmentation still exists in China. The benefits of using these 
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resources vary, which explains the rewarding differences among varying ownership of 
job sectors: intrasystem (tizhinei) and extrasystem (tizhiwai). Intrasystem refers to 
those who work in the government and party agencies (dangzheng jiguan), public 
organisations (shiye danwei) and SOEs (guoyou qiye). Extrasystem refers to those who 
work in the private economy sector (saying jingji), foreign economy sector (waizi 
jingji) and individual economy sector (geti jingji). The principles that these two kinds 
of labour market sectors follow are different: not fully competitive and fully 
competitive in the intrasystem and the extrasystem sectors, respectively (Demurger et 
al 2008, Jin 2008). Labour market segmentation is one of the primary reasons for the 
widening income gap in China (Cai 2012, Liu & Ma 2016a, Zhang et al 2014). 
The main feature of intrasystem jobs is the support of the national finance. The 
intrasystem concept began with the Chinese economic reform. In the past, the vast 
majority of people with urban household registration were in intrasystem sectors. At 
that time, the people were all employed in the work units, which were economic and 
grassroots organisations of the national political system. Simultaneously, the 
intrasystem provided employees with various kinds of lifetime social benefits. After 
the economic reform, the traditionally planned economic system was gradually 
transformed. In the new century, the reforms of SOEs continued. With the ‘joint-stock 
reform’ and the ‘establishment of a modern enterprise system’, numerous employees 
of SOEs were pushed out of the system. However, such reform does not mean that no 
one could enjoy the intrasystem sector benefits. Instead, some people still enjoyed the 
rewards. Even if reforms would take place in the future, the logic of the reform in the 
intrasystem sectors would not affect the interests of the elderly. Thus, those who have 
enjoyed the intrasystem sector benefits could continue doing so, but the new comers 
probably could not. Therefore, under such circumstances, we could assume that the 
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competition for obtaining the intrasystem sector jobs intensified. The units that have 
not yet carried out the reforms are naturally chased by the employees. Generally, the 
characteristics of work in the intrasystem sectors would be a stable job, welfare 
benefits (not necessarily high wages) and high social status. The counterparts of the 
infrasystem in the extrasystem sector would be more flexible. 
In recent years, that who could obtain an intrasystem job has become a hot topic. 
Empirical studies have determined an obvious intergenerational transmission 
phenomenon in this job sector. Children from intrasystem families are more likely to 
obtain intrasystem jobs (Han et al 2016). The impact of family (such as household 
income, parental work, intrasystem or not in particular and type of parental household 
residential status) is more important than that of education (Liu & Ma 2016a, Liu & 
Ma 2016b). Therefore, marginal groups, such as those from a working-class family 
background, find it more difficult to obtain an intrasystem sector job compared with 
those whose parents have worked in the intrasystem sectors. 
4.2.2 Autumn and Spring Recruitment 
 In China, companies would visit campuses to recruit college students twice each 
year: one is in the autumn, called autumn recruitment, lasting from September to 
December, with October being the busiest. The other is in the spring, lasting from 
March to early May. The recruitment time in spring is shorter than in autumn. 
 In terms of recruitment scale, recruitment in autumn is larger than in spring. This 
finding is mainly attributed to most companies designing their strategic plan for the 
coming year at that time and for those who aim to expand their business, recruiting 
talents is the best way, which is how the autumn recruitment rises. The spring 
recruitment is mainly designed for those who missed the previous recruitment or those 
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who failed to find jobs in that period. In this respect, more people recruit in the fall 
than in spring.  
In general, most businesses could fill 90% of their job positions in an autumn 
recruitment and the rest is filled in spring. Some companies never recruit in spring, 
and this is especially the case for those with a relatively small demand from graduates.  
Regarding the type of enterprise, most SOEs and large companies usually recruit 
in autumn, whereas most small and medium enterprises and entrepreneurial ones 
usually work in spring. Large companies also hire people in spring, but the position 
level and salary amount they are offered at this period is usually lower than before. Job 
positions also vary due to differences in enterprise types. For example, autumn recruit 
enterprises are more focused on the management and technical positions and the spring 
recruitment is relatively flexible or inclusive.  
The autumn recruitment process usually follows the procedure of ‘campus talk17, 
online application, written examination, interview, physical check, audit and 
admission and job training.’ A campus talk is not included in the spring session. In 
addition, the autumn recruitment process is more complex, and the assessment of 
applicants is more stringent.  
For example, the content of the examination of the banking sector includes English, 
computer skills, public administrative knowledge and professional knowledge 
covering economic, financial, accounting, management and marketing. The 
examination is usually nationwide and unified. However, recruitment in spring is less 
difficult and the examinations are usually held by the bank itself. Thus, the spring 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
17 Campus recruiting refers to one of the recruitments that companies enlist their potential employees at the 
universities, which usually begins with the campus talks. In that talk, the employers usually deliver the overall 
situation of the company to the students and whoever is interested could apply for the position.  
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session has no unified national examination. 
Table 4. 1The Differences between Autumn Recruitment and Spring Recruitment 
 
 
4.2.3 Labour Market Welfare Policy 
 After the higher education expansion in China, society shifted its focus on the 
college graduate employment issue. The college graduates outnumbering the labour 
market needs has become an urgent issue. The severity of this problem is best 
illustrated in the 2 million Chinese university graduates not knowing where to go in 
2013 (Chan 2015).  
 However, experts on social policy have argued that graduates without local 
household residential status are not protected well under the current social protection 
system18 , which is especially the case for those who are employed in the atypical 
employment sectors (flexible or informal employment19) (Chan 2015, Ngok & Xie 
2015).  
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
18 Owing to the difficulty in obtaining jobs and finishing the school-to-work transition, various policies were 
promulgated by the central government to help graduates hunt for jobs. Scholars have combed these policies and 
identified that the Chinese central government also knows the marginal status of those graduates without local 
hukou status and wants to improve it (Xia, 2014). In reality, the central government leaders of the administration 
lack political will to promote this reform, for it would undermine the massive vested interests, add burden to local 
governments and spend too much money extending the current safety net (Chan, 2015). 
19 The idea of informal employment varies with formal employment. Formal employment means a full-time job 
with a formal employment (Ngok & Xie, 2015).  
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The social protection in China has three kinds: social insurance, welfare service 
and assistance. Social insurance is the main component of social protection and in 
principle, everyone could enjoy it. However, in practice, social insurance is related to 
hukou or employment. Only those who have a formal employment contract could 
enjoy social insurance. Thus, if graduates do not have the local hukou and also do not 
get a job with a formal employment contract, then they could not enjoy social 
insurance benefits. By contrast, social welfare service and assistance are 
supplementary in nature, and are also hukou-based. Those who work in informal 
sectors could not have local hukou via their companies. 
From the above analysis, the Chinese social welfare protection is hukou- or formal 
labour contract-based. Those who work without local hukou or those employed in 
informal sectors cannot enjoy social protections in China. However, encouraging 
graduates to work in informal sectors is the most common suggestion that the 
government provides graduates these days (Chan 2015). According to the surveys 
conducted by Peking University, approximately one-third of graduates these days work 
in informal sectors. Thus, nearly all students could not enjoy social protection in China 
(Yue 2012, Yue & zhou 2016), which poses as a severe threat to their transitional 
process and is contrary to the Chinese labour policy that encourages free flow of the 
labour force. 
4.3 Education Sector 
4.3.1 Expansion 
The Chinese higher education system has expanded in a great-leap-forward 
manner since 1999, with the enrolment rate jumping from 9.76% in 1998 to 40% in 
2015. The Chinese higher education system has also transformed from an elite to a 
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massive period (Mok 2016).The number of college graduates also increased 
dramatically from 829,000 in 1997 to 7,650,000 in 2016. Producing large numbers of 
graduates in a short time results in numerous unemployed graduates each year. 
According to Yang, the employment rate of Chinese college students was 67.1%, 72.2% 
and 71.9% in 2009, 2011 and 2013, respectively (Yang 2014).  
Many university graduates find it difficult to find jobs that match their 
qualifications (Li et al 2008, Wang et al 2012). The increasing number of unemployed 
students also worries experts about whether overeducation, overqualification or 
underutilisation problems are occurring (Scurry & Blenkinsopp 2011). Some experts 
are even doubting whether the Chinese higher education expansion should continue 
(Bai 2006).  
The Chinese government also realises the severe problems of graduate 
unemployment. For example, in face of the 2008 financial crisis, the previous Chinese 
premier Jiabao Wen said that dealing with the college graduate unemployment 
problems became the priority in the government agenda. Simultaneously, the Chinese 
government is still determined to continuously expand its higher education system. In 
the latest issue of Guidelines for medium-to-long term educational reform and 
developments plan between 2010–2020 (Guojia Zhongchangqi Jiaoyu Gaige he 
Guihua Gangyao, 2010–2020), the government plans to increase its gross entrance rate 
to universities at 40% by 2020 (MOE 2010). The reform proposes a significant 
challenge to the government on how to channel these students into the labour market, 
as well as how graduates could compete with others and seek jobs in the labour market.  
4.3.2 Differentiation  
The Chinese higher education system is also stratified in nature. Two well-known 
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projects could be seen as the examples: Projects 211 and 98520. Initiated in 1995 by 
the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (MOE, jiaoyubu), Project 
211 aims to choose approximately 100 universities and provide them funding from the 
central and local governments, helping them achieve world-class status. Similarly, in 
the 100th anniversary of Peking University, Project 985 was issued. This programme 
concentrated resources on nearly 40 research-intensive universities and helped them 
exert international influence in the future. 
The initiation of Projects 211 and 985 also differentiated the Chinese higher 
education (Zha 2009, Zha 2012). Project 211 selected 116 universities for priority 
investment, whereas Project 985 21  chose 39 top universities out of 211 project 
universities to help them achieve world-class level by co-funding between the central 
government and local authority. Thus, Chinese higher education system was then 
stratified: national universities are at the top, striving to achieve ‘world-class’ 
university status and to show Chinese soft power to the world. Local public universities 
remain in the middle, contributing to the local development, and private institutions 
are chiefly at the bottom, serving vocational purposes (Min 2004). 
Considering the stratified nature of Chinese higher education systems, graduates 
from prestigious universities (such as Projects 211 and 985 universities) could obtain 
jobs easily, compared with their counterparts from low-tier universities. Arguably, 
such a situation may be attributed to the signalling effects of the qualifications from 
these prestigious universities, that is, it may be attributed to the human capital of 
graduates from these top-tier universities (Hartog et al 2010, Li et al 2012a, Loyalka 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
20 In September 2017, project 211 and project 985 were taken over from the Double First Class University Plan. 
Although differences exist between project 211, project 985 and the Double First Class University Plan, they still 
share similarities. For example, all the project 985 universities along with three former 211 project universities are 
included in the Double First Class University Plan (Huang, 2017a). 
21 Even the universities in Project 985 are stratified with four tiers. In those tiers, Peking and Tsinghua Universities 
are the first tier and Northeastern University is in the bottom. 
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et al 2012, Ye 2012, Yue & Chen 2015). 
4.3.3 Inequality in the Higher Education Institutions Distribution in China 
 The higher education system in China has rapidly developed since the 1990s. 
Moreover, the number of higher education institutions has also rapidly increased from 
1,075 in 1990 to 2,560 in 2016 (Gupta et al 2015). However, the rapid development of 
the higher education system could not conceal the regional imbalance of higher 
education development. With the use of two indicators, namely, the undergraduate 
students of per 100,000 population and higher education’s contribution to GDP growth, 
scholars have determined that the gap among Eastern, Central and Western China is 
still noticeable (Wang & Xiao 2017).  
Taking the average number of undergraduates per 100,000 population in Chinese 
provinces in 2015 as an example, the regional differences in higher education could be 
illustrated in Figure 4.1. 
 
Figure 4. 1 Regional differences in the number of undergraduates per 10,000 
population 
Data Source: Higher Education Development and Regional Differences in China 
(Wang & Xiao 2017) 
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 Figure 4.1 shows that the number of undergraduates in the east is larger than that 
in the west. Beijing, Tianjin and Shanghai are the first three positions in the average 
number of students per 100,000 population, and the figures for these are 5,218 
undergraduates, 4,185 undergraduates and 3,330 undergraduates respectively. By 
contrast, the last three provinces are Guizhou (1,819 undergraduates), Yunan (1,819 
undergraduates) and Tibet (1,766 undergraduates). 
 
Figure 4. 2 Regional differences of contribution rate of higher education to GDP 
growth 
Data Source: Higher Education Development and Regional Differences in China 
(Wang & Xiao 2017) 
  A similar regional disparity could also be determined by using higher education’s 
contribution to GDP growth as the indicator. Figure 4.2 indicates that higher education 
institutions in Eastern China, such as Beijing, Tianjin and Shandong contributed more 
to GDP, whereas their Western counterparts such as Xinjiang, Tibet and Qinghai 
contributed less. 
 From the discussion above, regional inequality in terms of higher education 
development is prominent in China. Eastern China saw a high ratio of undergraduates 
and the entire population, and it also contributed a large share to the province’s GDP; 
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Western China shows the opposite trend (Wang & Xiao 2017). 
4.3.4 Relationship between Higher Education and Industrial Structures 
 Whether the higher education structure matches the industrial structure and the 
degree of its match directly impact graduate employment. Generally, the tertiary 
industry is the most important sector that could absorb college graduates22, which is 
especially the case for the financial industry, information technology, education, health 
and other industries which attract graduates the most. Unfortunately, compared with 
the proportion of tertiary industry in high income countries, the current share of tertiary 
industry in China is relatively slow at only 50% in 2015, which is 24% lower than that 
in high income countries (WorldBank 2017). Moreover, such finding also shows large 
regional inequality. For example, the share of tertiary industry in Shenzhen is 
approximately 60% in 2015, whereas that in Lanzhou is only 34%. By contrast, the 
higher education structure in China lacks diversification and has low degree of 
marketisation (Min 2004).  
 According to the surveys conducted by Peking University in 2015, the 
employment distribution of college graduates shows the following characteristics (Yue 
2017): 
 1) The tertiary industry is the main area that absorbs graduates, accounting for 
71.2%, whereas the secondary and primary industries account for 23.4% and 5.4%, 
respectively. 
 2) A total of 58.8% of graduates prefer to work in Beijing, Tianjin and Shanghai 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
22 In the book Economic Growth of Nations, Kuznets argued three principles: with the growth of the national 
economy, the proportions of the first industry in the national income and the labour force in the primary industry 
will both decline. In the early stage of industrialisation, the proportions of the secondary industry in the national 
income and that of the labour force in the secondary industry will both increase. However, in the late stage of 
industrialisation, the tertiary industry will replace the secondary industry, becoming the main producer of wealth 
and the main place of labour force absorption. 
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and the coastal provinces in the Eastern areas; the Central and Western parts of China 
are the least places that graduates choose at 22.2% and 19.9%, respectively. The results 
are in parallel with the economic structure of these areas: the tertiary industry accounts 
for the largest proportion in Beijing, Tianjin and Shanghai, whereas the lowest is in 
Central and Western regions. 
 3) Graduates have a certain preference over working places. The capital city of 
the province is the most attractive. The larger the city, the bigger the share of its tertiary 
industry and the stronger its attraction. From the survey, 59.1% of graduates prefer to 
work in provincial capital cities. 
 4) A total of 35.8% of college graduates think that what they learn at the university 
could not match what they do in the labour market. This figure indicates a strong 
mismatch in college graduates these days. 
 From the analysis above, regional inequality is evident when it comes to the 
regional economic structure and students’ choices. Generally, the tertiary industry 
develops well in economically advanced areas and could provide graduates with more 
employment opportunities. Hence, many graduates prefer to work in such areas. 
4.4 Rising Inequality in Socialist China 
More than three decades have passed from when China began to take the economic 
reform and transform its economy from a rigid planned economy to a market-oriented 
one. During these years, China experienced rapid growth in GDP and personal living 
standards. According to the data from the Chinese National Bureau of Statistics, the 
average annual growth rate of GDP in China is 9.7%. The scale of the Chinese 
economy ranks second worldwide. China is also the world’s largest trading nation and 
the major foreign investment power. In 2001, China’s per capital GDP was more than 
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1,000 US dollars, and this figure jumped to 8,050 US dollars in 2015 (Statistics 2016). 
However, these improvements are accompanied by intensified inequality 
(Benjamin et al 2008, Griffin & Zhao 1993, Mundial 2009, Ravallion & Chen 2007), 
as manifested by income23 and regional inequality, as well as other inequalities rising 
from these inequalities. For example, an increasing inequality exists in educational 
investment, in which rich families invest more than the poor families. The gap between 
the two social classes is only becoming larger. Although the government takes many 
initiatives to alleviate these inequalities, such as the vast improvement in social welfare 
programmes, employment and labour policies and taxation and hukou reforms, the 
inequality problems in China are still serious (Li et al 2013).  
4.4.1 Social Class 
 Social class remains an important aspect of contemporary China. However, no 
consensus has been reached about what distinguishes one class over another. For 
example, based on the means of production, Lu Xueyi, from the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences, proposed a model of class structure. Xueyi’s book proposed 10 strata 
(he used strata instead of social class), which is primarily based on occupation, ranging 
from party and government cadres at the top to the unemployment and semi-employed 
at the bottom (Lu 2004). Although the classification by Xueyi is influential in China, 
certain scholars, such as Goodman, argued that Lu did not consider other elements of 
inequality, such as wealth. Instead, he argued that ‘class in China is best understood in 
terms of the intergenerational transfer of compound inequalities of wealth, status and 
power, rather than solely in terms of class and stratification drawn from the experience 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
23 Scholars have argued that income inequality in China should be considered as the starting point in analysing 
other inequalities. Income inequality shows an upward trend and urban-rural income gap, and interregional as well 
as intraregional income gaps are the particular cases (Li et al 2013) 
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of socio-economic development elsewhere’(Goodman 2014). 
To fill the gap, Goodman defined class as a combined consequence of wealth, 
status and power, and the intergenerational transmission of these attributes (Goodman 
2014). Goodman assumed that the combination of wealth, status and power will 
ultimately ‘reinforce privilege or disadvantage’(Goodman 2014). For example, in 
recent years, the prevalence of second generation of rich and officials (fuerdai and 
guanerdai, respectively) illustrated the rigid mobility for least advantaged people. 
 In the book, Goodman divided the social class of post-Mao China into three 
categories. The political and economic elites are in the ‘dominant class’ in China, 
especially as the power between these two groups are interrelated. Thus, the two 
groups influence each other. This complex relationship seems to be the basis of 
economic prosperity and political stability. Officials and entrepreneurs benefit from 
cooperation with each other instead of conflict, as Marx would have argued.  
 The second class is the ‘middle class’ and its status was denied and depressed in 
Mao’s China, for it was regarded a threat to the socialist political regime. However, 
this situation changed with the economic reform and the concept of middle class was 
gradually accepted and embraced. Identification of the middle class is difficult because 
it is fragmented and heterogeneous. The middle class includes various administrative, 
entrepreneurial, professional and managerial classes, as well as the private business 
owners and small business entrepreneurs24. Furthermore, Goodman claimed that the 
limited job opportunities and continuous rural-urban disparity restricted the growth of 
the middle class. This view is also recognised by other experts on Chinese social 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
24 The middle class component in China is quite heterogeneous and consists four groups (Li, 2012). The first group 
is traditional cadres and intellectuals. The second group is technical personnel and it includes professional and 
technical workers in governments, agencies and other state departments, schools, hospitals, research and other 
institutions as well as factories, enterprises, companies and other business units. The third group is workers from 
SOEs, joint-stock companies, other well-managed enterprises and units. The last group is individual and private 
operators. These groups seldom have a united identity and they vary in the regions. 
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stratification (Li 2012). Instead of an olive-shaped distribution of social classes, China 
is more likely to develop a social class structure with‘a wide wealthy top, a narrow 
middle class and a solid and substantial working class–a base of very poor people’ 
(Goodman 2014).  
Although clarifying middle-class groups could be difficult, understanding their 
aspiration is easy. Goodman argued that ‘there is a powerful state-sponsored discourse 
of the middle class designed to encourage economic growth, consumption and a rising 
standard of living’ (Goodman 2014). Although the definition of suzhi (??) is unclear, 
let alone its components, its idea still drives many Chinese families to spend money 
on promoting one’s human capitals. To differentiate oneself from other groups, the 
style of the middle class’s way of living is promoted. For example, private tutoring, 
key middle schools, colleges, especially the top-tier universities, private automobiles 
and housing, advanced technology purchases, international brands and other middle 
style consuming habitus. 
 ‘Middle class values have been particularly highlighted in the development of both 
higher education and private housing’ (Goodman 2014). A higher education degree is 
always considered the ticket for social mobility. To respond to this ambition, the 
Chinese government began to expand higher education systems in 1999. Within one 
decade, the Chinese higher education system has become the largest in the world, 
resulting in serious social problems. ‘Higher education expansion has only benefited 
the already privileged’ (Goodman 2014). Good jobs are no longer guaranteed, but 
without a higher education degree, one would not have the slightest chance to access 
a job. Simultaneously, the differentiation of higher education systems made middle-
class families pursue entrance to top-tier universities.  
 Secondary schools provide access to higher education, which is particularly the 
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case for the key second schools. The teachers are qualified and facilities are advanced. 
Thus, if one could go to this kind of school, then she or he is more likely to attend 
universities or even the good ones. Almost all such schools are located at the wealthy 
neighbourhoods. To go to such a school, families need to have an apartment at this 
place. Apartments are usually quite expensive and the price would only rise when the 
demand far outweighs the supply. 
 Scholars have also pointed out the importance of hukou, danwei and guanxi 
(personal connections) in shaping the middle class. Compared with their working-class 
counterpart, middle-class people have more social capital (i.e. social networking 
capacity or guanxi). The new middle class in China is unique along with its members 
maneuvering in guanxi networks is the old guanxi embedded in the communist-
authoritarian-bureaucratic-structure converted into their emerging middle-class 
position in the post-market reform era. ‘The linkages of danwei, hukou and guanxi are 
closely intertwined’ (Goodman 2014). 
 The third category is the subordinate class, such as public and non-public sector 
workers25 ,26 and peasants. This class comprises the vast majority of the Chinese 
population. According to Goodman’s estimate, in contemporary China, 3% of the 
population are the dominant class, 12% of the population are middle class and the rest 
are in the subordinate class. In Goodman’s book, he constantly argued that the current 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
25 By the end of 2011, 73 million regular employees work at the public sector: 67 million in the SOEs and 6 million 
in the urban collective enterprises. Before the Chinese reform and opening up, all the workers at the SOEs and 
urban collective enterprises enjoyed the iron rice bowl system and had a decent job with sound welfare packages; 
they could be regarded as the middle class (Li, 2012). However, after the Chinese reform and open up, especially 
after the introduction of labour contract and restructuring of SOEs, only those with fixed-term contracts could enjoy 
similar benefits as their previous generations. Others, such as migrant workers and casually employed are 
considered as workers at the public sector (Goodman, 2014).   
26  Owing to the industrial relations, limited liability exists in shareholding companies, private enterprises, 
enterprises funding from Hong Kong and Taiwan, foreign-invested companies, as well as self-employed are all 
non-public sectors. An estimated 123.4 million employees worked at the non-public sectors in 2011 (Goodman, 
2014). Unskilled, semi-skilled and casually employed (without formal contract) workers are examples of the 
subordinate class. 
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China ‘is characterised by its low social mobility and high intergenerational transfer 
of privilege and disadvantage’(Goodman 2014), and this is especially true after the 
economic reform in post-Mao China27. 
 Based on these discussions, in my dissertation, I would like to use Goodman’s 
classification as the definition of social class: dominant class refers to the political and 
economic elites; middle class refers to various administrative, entrepreneurial, 
professional and managerial classes, as well as private business owners and small 
business entrepreneurs; and the low class refers to workers in the public and non-public 
sectors and peasants. 
4.4.2 Marketisation of Chinese Society and Regional Inequality 
 The implementation of Chinese reform and opening up promoted rapid regional 
development. The implementation is mainly manifested in ‘rapid intraregional growth 
and prominent interregional conflicts’ (Lu 2013). Thus, compared with the previous 
era, each region has a rapid development, but simultaneously, the gap between regions 
has become large. 
According to Chinese administrative classification, Mainland China is divided 
into 31 regions: 22 provinces, 5 autonomous regions and 4 municipalities. The levels 
of economic development across the region are diverse. In terms of gross regional 
product (GRP) per capital, for example, the three richest regions (i.e. Tianjin, Beijing 
and Shanghai) in 2016 reached 115,613, 114,690 and 113,731 RMB, respectively. 
However, the per capital income of the three poorest regions in 2016 (i.e. Guizhou, 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
27 Empirical studies have shown that at the beginning of the Chinese reform and opening up (1980-1990s), many 
previously low economic status people achieved the affluent class. This rapid social mobility period is also called 
‘the special stage of market transformation’ (Li, 2012). However, after this period, from the beginning of this new 
century, rapid social mobility like this has decreased. Chinese social structures are gradually formed and people 
who want to achieve social mobility depend on more traditional approaches such as taking the examination, getting 
the diploma or realising job promotions (Chunling, 2016).  ?
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Yunnan and Gansu) were 33,242, 31,358 and 27,508 RMB, respectively.  
 Chinese regional inequality can be categorised into three groups: the developed 
coastal provinces (from north to south: Shandong, Jiangsu, Shanghai, Zhejiang, Fujian 
and Guangdong), the less developed central provinces (Liaoning, Beijing, Tianjin, 
Shanxi, Henan, Hubei and Hunan) and the least developed Western provinces 
(Sinkiang, Gansu, Qinghai, Tibet, Yunnan, Guizhou and Chongqing). The GDP per 
capital in provinces such as Shanghai (US$2,200) and Guangdong (US$844) are 2 to 
7 times higher than Guizhou (US$428) or Gansu (US$333). The income gap is still 
large, even if the regional price differential is considered (Dominique 2014).  
Winners and losers emerge over time as the ranking positions of the regions 
change. Table 4.1 shows that the winners are mainly coastal regions 28  such as 
Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Guangdong, whereas Yunnan, Guizhou and Gansu are the losers.  
Table 4. 2 Ranking of Chinese Regions in terms of Per Capital Income 
Regions 1981 1994 2011 2016 
Tianjin 
Beijing 
Shanghai 
Jiangsu 
Zhejiang 
Fujian 
Inner Mongolia 
Guangdong 
Shandong 
Hubei 
3 
2 
1 
11 
12 
19 
13 
15 
17 
20 
3 
2 
1 
7 
5 
8 
15 
4 
9 
14 
1 
3 
2 
4 
5 
10 
6 
8 
9 
12 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
28 The coastal regions include Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Liaoning, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, 
Guangdong and Hainan (11 provinces). The Central area covers Jilin, Heilongjiang, Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, Hubei 
and Shanxi (eight provinces). The rest of China, namely the 12 Western regions, include Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, 
Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet, Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia and Xinjiang.  
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Jilin 
Shaanxi 
Liaoning 
Ningxia 
Hunan 
Qinghai 
Hebei 
Henan 
Xinjiang 
Heilongjiang 
Jiangxi 
Sichuan 
Anhui 
Guangxi 
Shanxi 
Guizhou 
Yunnan 
Gansu 
9 
16 
4 
6 
21 
7 
8 
25 
14 
5 
23 
24 
27 
22 
10 
28 
26 
18 
12 
26 
6 
20 
19 
16 
13 
24 
11 
10 
25 
22 
21 
18 
17 
28 
23 
27 
11 
14 
7 
16 
18 
21 
13 
20 
19 
15 
23 
22 
24 
25 
17 
28 
27 
26 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
Author’s own computation 
Tibet, Chongqing and Hainan are excluded due to missing data. 
Data Source: National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s Republic of China 
 Generally, coastal regions in China develop better than interior regions because of 
its proximity to the sea and low transport costs, and the economic policy promulgated 
after the Chinese reform and opening up. The economic reform changed the policy 
from Mao’s class struggle, regional balance and self-reliance to the open-door policy, 
economic growth first and comparative advantage29 . To tie in with policy, China 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
29 The idea of Zedong Mao is to let people get rich together, but that of Xiaoping Deng is to let certain people and 
regions get rich first. Then, those people and regions that get rich first could help other impoverished people and 
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established four special economic zones in 1980 and then extended its number to 14 
in 1984 around open coastal cities and to three delta areas (Zhujiang, Minjiang and 
Changjiang deltas) in 1985 and 1986. Simultaneously, many laws and incentive 
policies were issued to promote foreign investment and trade. 
 The reform and opening up enabled China to rapidly develop. China’s average 
annual growth rate of per capital GDP was 9.7% in the 1980s and 10% in the 1990s. 
However, regional inequality enlarges simultaneously. Coastal regions develop better 
than their interior region counterparts (Goodman & Segal 1994).  
 The policy promulgated at the beginning of the Chinese reform benefitted certain 
coastal areas, including: 
1. Three economic regions were introduced in 1985, and the coastal regions were 
granted permission to develop high-tech industries and actively participate in 
international trade. However, the Central and Western regions were designated for 
energy, agriculture and mineral development. This kind of development strategy is 
expressed in the Seventh Five-Year Period (FYP, 1986-1990) and highlighted the 
efficiency-oriented coastal development (Wei 2000).  
2. Reform policies in investment, finance and trade were carried out and the coast 
regions enjoyed more tax breaks for export, high foreign exchange retention rates and 
low tariff in import (Wei 2000).  
3. More decentralised and open policies were granted to the coastal regions, 
especially for special economic zones and many economic and technological 
development districts (Wei 2000). 
4. More state investments were allotted to coastal regions, and policies favouring 
the coast also attracted labour and raw materials from the interior (Wei 2000). 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
areas (Hewitt, 2008). 
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Policy preference widened the regional inequality, with certain coastal regions 
such as Guangdong and Jiangsu developed rapidly as interior areas lagged behind. This 
finding is especially the case for the goal of the socialist market economy established 
after Xiaoping Deng’s southern tour speech.  
 Caused by the policy preference, this unbalanced regional development resulted 
in numerous social problems in China, such as inflation and corruption (Fan 1997, 
Wedeman 1995). Experts have even concluded that regional inequality is the root of 
China’s regional problems (Fan 1997). Therefore, in the 9th FYP (1996–2000), the 
central government regarded the reduction of regional inequality as the top policy. In 
the later years, the government promulgated a number of programmes to revive the 
Western economy. For example, the Western Development Strategy or ‘Campaign to 
Open up the West’ was initiated in 2000, and by investing heavily in the infrastructure 
construction30, it intended to achieve regional balance and country unity.  
However, the attempt to ease regional economic disparity through political 
strategies did not have much effect. Instead, the gap has become large with China’s 
accession to the World Trade Organisation (Zhang & Zou 2012). In 2004, the 
proportion of cities situated in the eastern part of China was 39.8%; However, 83.8% 
of the regions were mega-cities, 72% were super-cities and 36.1% were large cities 
(He 2012). In addition, the level of economic development is closely associated with 
the distribution of talents. Empirical studies have determined a positive relationship 
between the two. Companies tend to prefer those who have many talents and 
simultaneously, talents would like to get together at places filled with competitive 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
30 The major infrastructure projects ‘include investing 120 billion yuan in highway and road construction from 
2000-2020; investing 100 billion yuan in large- and medium-size railway projects from 2000-2005; creating a 
hydro-electricity generation base in the west region and constructing a national electricity supply network to 
transport electricity from the west region to the east region from 2000-2015; invest 300 billion yuan in gas pipeline 
construction to transport natural gas from the west region to the east region from 2000-2007; and construct more 
airports in the west region’(Garnaut & Song, 2013). 
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companies (Heckman & Yi 2012, Yang 2002), which is why many talents from 
Western China want to work in coastal areas. 
4.5 Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter aims to present the background of the Chinese case related to the 
research. The chapter reviewed the Chinese labour market and educational reform. 
This chapter also paid much attention to rising inequalities, such as social class and 
interregional inequality. Moreover, the chapter illustrated that unlike its Western 
counterparts that use the market principle in all walks of life, the Chinese case is more 
complex. The Chinese society is in a transitional period, and the main feature of its 
market economic system is that the Chinese government increasingly uses ‘neo-liberal’ 
techniques to regulate the country and simultaneously, it does not abandon its previous 
modes of governance (Li 2017a). China still maintained a command economy in which 
the market was under the control of state planning. Life chances are restricted in certain 
spheres of society. For example, empirical studies have shown that the acquisition of 
intrasystem sector jobs is closely associated with the social class origin (Han et al 2016, 
Liu & Ma 2016a, Liu & Ma 2016b). However, in extrasystem sector jobs such as in 
the private economy, foreign economy and individual economy sectors, the efficiency-
based regulation still dominates these fields.  
The Chinese reform and opening up witnessed rapid economic reform, as different 
degrees of marketisation have been observed in the Chinese society because the reform 
intensified interregional inequality (Li et al 2013, Zhang & Zou 2012). Coastal regions 
such as Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Guangdong developed fastest, whereas Western 
provinces such as Gansu, Qinghai and Tibet developed the least. This interregional 
inequality is often accompanied with the imbalanced development of intrasystem and 
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extrasystem sector development (Ma.K. 2002, Xiang 2015). This chapter also 
reviewed changes in Chinese higher education systems, namely, differentiation and 
expansion. Expansion is often associated with differentiation. Empirical studies have 
determined that the expansion of higher education institutions produce more graduates 
than the labour market needs (Cheong et al 2016, Mok & Qian 2018, Scurry & 
Blenkinsopp 2011). Even in this case, empirical studies have found that the higher the 
tiers of university one graduates from, the easier for them to be employed (Arum et al 
2007, Riggert et al 2006, Schomburg & Teichler 2007, Yue et al 2016).  
Those with high volumes or high quality of human capital could be valued more 
in the labour market. However, the conclusion of this argument has one prerequisite, 
that is, only the efficiency-based labour market values those with a high quality of 
labour market. If the dominant rules of the labour market do not value the human 
capital or value the human capital more, such as the social capital, then graduates with 
strong human capital will find it difficult to get a job. Therefore, in the following 
chapters, I would like to deal with these questions.  
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Chapter 5 What is a Good Job? 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to understand the standards of a good job from the perspectives 
of university graduates in Lanzhou and Shenzhen. The chapter addresses the first 
research question regarding what a good job is, which is an indigenous concept that 
emerged from my fieldwork. In recent years, Chinese universities have been producing 
an increasing number of college graduates, but it seems that graduates only complain 
about the increasing difficulty of acquiring a good job, instead of simply a job. Getting 
a job that students are satisfied with is becoming difficult. This study explores what is 
regarded as a good job and whether it shares the same or similar standards among 
graduates in Lanzhou and Shenzhen. Thus, this chapter intends to answer these key 
questions.  
5.2 Standards of Good Jobs in the Perspectives of Employees in Lanzhou  
5.2.1 Public Sector, Intrasystem and Bianzhi Benefits 
Students who chose to work in Lanzhou and Shenzhen have different views on 
standards of good jobs. When asked why they chose to work in Lanzhou, they usually 
used the following labels: tenure (lifelong employment), iron rice bowl, a stable job, a 
lifelong job and chi huang liang (live off government money). 
‘I hope I can have a stable and lifelong job’(Liberal Wang, 25 years old, Lanzhou). 
‘I hope to be a civil servant, working for the government’ (Edison Dai, 34 years 
old, Lanzhou). 
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‘I would like to work in the intrasystem; even sinking but never drowning’?Jerry 
Nei, 28 years old, Lanzhou) 
‘I want to be employed in one go’ (Editha Gu, 29 years old, Lanzhou) 
 The students seeking jobs in Lanzhou only preferred intrasystem sector jobs. They 
hoped to become intrasystem sector employees after graduating, and thus, they 
prepared for the examinations, the civil service exam in particular, when they were in 
their junior or senior years. If the students do not wish to continue their studies, nearly 
all of them preferred to prepare for the civil service exam. 
For young people seeking jobs in Lanzhou, working for the government alone is 
not their primary purpose; the primary purpose is to acquire public sector jobs with 
Bianzhi31. Bianzhi is the authorised number of personnel (the number of established 
posts) in a party or government administrative organ (jiguan), a service organisation 
(shiye danwei) or a working unit (qiye) (Brødsgaard 2002). By controlling Bianzhi, the 
party-state could exercise control over the entire administrative apparatus from central 
to local levels. The benefit of having a Bianzhi is that employees could enjoy the iron 
rice bowl privilege, and salaries and welfares are allocated by the government. People 
who work in the administrative establishment (xingzheng jiguan), service 
organisations32 (shiye danwei) and economic enterprises could have Bianzhi. For 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
31Bianzhi is translated as ‘table of organisation’ (Barnett, 1966) or ‘the establishment’ (Brødsgaard, 2002). Bianzhi 
refer to state-salaried employees. By using this system, the state controls the state administrative apparatus, 
including the administrative organs (xinzheng jiguan), service organisations (shiye danwei) and economic 
enterprises (qiye). In 1998, the Chinese government launched a reform to restructure China’s administrative system 
by reducing the number of Bianzhi holders. The reform aims to create a lean and efficient state and to discard the 
unnecessary parts of the state structure in the society. People who hold the Bianzhi are called to ‘eat imperial grain’ 
(chi huangliang) Provinces where a heavy industry is traditionally dominant, such as Jilin, Heilongjiang and Inner 
Mongolia, usually have a higher proportion of Bianzhi holders than places that focus on a light industry and 
booming private sectors, such as Jiangsu and Zhejiang. 
32 Service organisations also refer to non-profit organisations, including hospitals, schools, kindergartens, 
universities and other institutions in healthcare, sports, social welfare, culture and research. These organisations are 
different from administrative organs because they do not have administrative powers to control other organisations 
and are also different from the economic enterprises, that is, their purpose is not to make profit (Brødsgaard, 2002). 
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example, civil servants and teachers in public schools could have Bianzhi. People with 
Bianzhi cannot casually change jobs and this is an important feature of a work unit 
under the planned economy. 
However, with the recent transition from a planned to a market economy in China, 
the personnel agency system, which is a new way of personnel management that 
promotes the flow of talents, emerged. The system accepts the entrustment of 
personnel management and use by unit or individual. Employers and employees are 
only bound by the employment contract signed by both parties. Employers have full 
autonomy from employees, and workers are fully entitled to job autonomy and 
mobility. In the current situation, Bianzhi and the personnel agency system co-exist. 
Thus, in the public sector such as a public school, several employees are Bianzhi 
holders, whereas others are not. Although in principle, no essential differences exist 
between employees in terms of wages, insurance and benefits of the two systems. Thus, 
many college students just want to work in the intrasystem sector with Bianzhi. 
Several dimensions can be summarised to describe the preferred nature of the job 
characteristics of those who seek jobs in Lanzhou.  
5.2.2 Stability 
Stability is an important dimension valued by those who seek jobs in Lanzhou. 
Stable means firmly fixed or not likely to move or change. 
‘I valued jobs that are stable. You do not need to worry about being jobless one 
day. As one grows older, their productivity cannot compete with young people. At the 
same time, they need the fixed monthly salary to feed their large families. They have 
children, as well as parents. One must be sure that he has a stable job at that age. If 
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you work at the non-public sector, it means that you always have the chance to be fired’ 
(Alisa Ma, 24 years old, Lanzhou) 
‘You would feel comfortable working in the public sector. Even if you do not 
perform well, employers still cannot fire you, because your salary is paid by the 
government. (If you work in the non-public sector) you always have that feeling that 
you can be dismissed at any time, which happened too many times before. Even if you 
work for the government, if you do not have a Bianzhi, you still do not have that sense 
of security’ (Edison Dai, 34 years old, Lanzhou) 
In these two cases, stability has slightly different meanings. Several people 
equated stability with stable money, which can be used to feed the family and to use 
as pension, whereas to others, such as Edison Dai, stability has a somewhat negative 
meaning: stability also means being slightly lazy. Dai did not want to put in hard work, 
but expected to receive a good salary. In addition, considering that Dai held Bianzhi, 
he could enjoy working in the public sector, and even if he has poor work performance, 
the company still cannot fire him because his salary is paid by the government. By 
contrast, the bosses in the non-public sector do not tolerate such behaviour; you must 
work hard or else you would be fired. Therefore, in this case, the meaning of stable 
changed and become synonymous for getting something for nothing.  
Moreover, in this case, those who did not get jobs in the public sector usually used 
negative words to describe their feelings about the non-public sector.  
‘Before getting jobs in the public sector, I worked many jobs, such as sales and 
teaching in a private tutoring school. I felt that I was drifting among them.’ (Edison 
Dai, 34 years old, Lanzhou) 
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In describing his feelings, Dai used the word drifting, which means an unsettled 
and unstable condition, and it shows that he already had an ideal job image when he 
was working in the non-public sector. Although Dai worked in the non-public sector, 
he still dreamed of a job in the public sector. From the word drifting, we could see that 
working in the non-public sector is just a temporary stage for Dai. 
5.2.3 Security 
Security, in the expression secure, is another dimension that Lanzhou job hunters 
value. Secure means that working in the public sector could protect them from being 
exploited, which is especially the case for those who work in companies with 
inappropriate working practices. 
‘Many of my friends worked in the non-public sector. Generally speaking, it was 
a painful experience. One of my friends who had just graduated from the university at 
that time was recruited by a private enterprise. The company said she had to do an 
internship in the company for half a year and then they will consider whether she is 
qualified to be employed or not, based on the evaluations of her performance. Six 
months later, she was fired. The company also fired all the other interns who had been 
interns for six months. This work is not technical-intensive; instead it is quite similar 
to labour-intensive work. Using interns at a low price is a good strategy to cut down 
costs. When I heard about this experience, I find it almost impossible to consider 
private companies. I am worried that I would become a second staff like my friend.’ 
(Betty Jin, 31 years old, Lanzhou) 
Jin’s friends used to work in an immoral company, which only uses interns to 
carry out their daily work. Employing interns was inexpensive, and interns were easily 
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replaceable. The non-standard operation and inferior quality of non-public sector jobs 
also make graduates choose public sector jobs. The graduates usually see their first job 
as the destination if they could acquire public sector jobs, particularly intrasystem 
sector jobs. Jin learned a lesson from her friends and does not consider working in the 
non-public sector. However, whether Jin’s dream would come true is another issue, 
which will be discussed in Chapter 7. 
Government sectors could protect employees from being exploited. In this sense, 
job hunters equate them as secure. However, when having second thoughts about non-
public sectors, as described by these students, we could sense the imbalanced 
development of public and non-public sectors in Lanzhou regarding economic quality.  
5.2.4 Short-term Material Rewards 
Those who wanted to work in the public sector are also attracted by the material 
rewards offered by the government. These material rewards are confined to monetary 
items, such as salaries, and in the hidden welfare offered by the institutions. 
‘Owing to the government reform, it seems that the benefits of working in the 
public sector are becoming smaller. However, as far as I know, certain hidden benefits 
are still provided by several public-sector jobs. For example, a few years ago, the place 
I was working at built a few apartments and sold them to the employees at a low price.’ 
(Evan Hui, 35 years old, Lanzhou) 
Furthermore, people with Bianzhi could receive increased benefits.  
‘In fact, employees in the personnel agency system cannot even receive a penny 
from the government. All wages are paid by the school. However, these two forms of 
wages and benefits are significantly different. For example, when Teacher’s Day 
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comes, people with Bianzhi will be given 1,000 yuan, whereas people in the personnel 
agency system will only be given 500 yuan. We also have a lunch subsidy. Teachers 
with Bianzhi can get 260 yuan per month, but personnel agency teachers only get 130. 
In addition, the school gives extra rewards to Bianzhi teachers if they teach more than 
12 hours per week, whereas personnel agency teachers do not enjoy this reward. In 
fact, in most cases, personnel agency teachers have to teach more hours than the 
Bianzhi teachers.’ (Evan Hui, 35 years old, Lanzhou) 
To some extent, these aforementioned practices considerably violate the equal pay 
for the equal work principle. However, the same is the case in Chinese societies and 
under this circumstance, rational people are always eager to work in the intrasystem 
sector, particularly with Bianzhi.  
5.2.5 Rewards: Long-term Material Rewards 
The unequal treatment between those with Bianzhi and those without also 
encourages people to only want to work with Bianzhi. 
‘My parents were laid off in the 1990s. My father retained Bianzhi, whereas my 
mother did not. Now both of them are retired. My father’s old-age pension is 3,000 
yuan per month, whereas my mother’s is only 800. In addition, an increase in my 
father’s pension is larger than my mother’s. See, this is the value of Bianzhi.’ (Alisa 
Ma, 24 years old, Lanzhou) 
5.2.6 Individual Achievement 
However, students need to pay a cost if they want to work in intrasystem sector 
jobs. 
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‘What you do is to obey the orders from your senior positions. You always have 
to say yes to them. There is also no need for you to be critical about the content of your 
work; you just perform your duties.’ (Jerry Nei, 28 years old, Lanzhou) 
‘You do not have a strong sense of belongingness. We are all organisational men. 
However, even if this is the case, I still think it is a good job.’ (Edison Dai, 34 years 
old, Lanzhou) 
Public sectors jobs, specifically Bianzhi, are preferred by Lanzhou job seekers. 
The stable, secure and short-term and long-term benefits associated with Bianzhi are 
the main factors that attract these students. Under this circumstance, students could 
sacrifice their individual achievements and creativity. To the students, the intrasystem 
sector job is their end goal. If a student is lucky enough to get this kind of job in one 
go, s/he would probably never think about changing jobs anymore. However, for those 
who have not achieved this destination, they would probably try their best to 
participate in the examinations several times, in the hopes of obtaining such jobs. In 
this case, other jobs are regarded as temporary jobs.  
5.3 Standards of Good Jobs in the Perspective of Employees in Shenzhen 
5.3.1 Open Door to Public and Non-public Sectors 
By contrast, students who choose to work in Shenzhen often use ‘earn a lot of 
money’? ‘accumulate experience’,  ‘a springboard to my future career’, ‘personal 
improvement’ and ‘a good platform to enhance myself’ to describe their standards of 
good jobs. To the students, the first job is a platform to improve their employability, 
accumulate professional experience and when necessary, could become a springboard 
to their future career.  
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These labels and descriptions show that these Shenzhen job seekers do not value 
a specific place or destination, and their Lanzhou counterparts always equated public 
sector jobs as their preferred jobs, or in other words, their destinations. However, the 
Shenzhen students do not have the same opinions and equally consider public and non-
public sectors.  
‘I think graduating from the university means you are independent now, at least 
economically independent. You can no longer rely on your parents. They have already 
funded you to finish university and now you need to fight on your own.’ (Li Chen, age 
27, Shenzhen) 
Most students valued financial rewards, such as salary, when they choose their 
first job. Simultaneously, the majority of the students also care about improving their 
abilities. They believed that when their employability improves, more opportunities 
await them. Thus, unlike their Lanzhou counterparts, the Lanzhou students do not 
assume that they would stay at a particular job for a long time, let alone for a lifetime. 
The students hoped they could master more skills in their first job, which could make 
them more employable in the future. 
 Few of the students consider that specific jobs should be ‘stable and lifelong job’ 
or ‘working in one unit for a lifetime,’ sharply contrasting those who choose to work 
in Lanzhou wherein people are usually eager to work in the public sector. Instead, the 
students often equate their first job to a springboard regardless of its kind and assume 
that it would lead to higher and more rewarding positions if better opportunities come. 
 ‘For me, it is just a job. The only difference between working in the intrasystem 
sector and in a private company is that the country is your boss if you choose to work 
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in the intrasystem sector. I do not consider it as a lifelong job, and I think I would 
resign if better chances come to me.’ (Shen Hong, 23 years old, Shenzhen) 
‘I think the first job should be a platform. I chose to work in a listed company 
mainly because it can improve my ability.’ (Laura Wang, 23 years old, Shenzhen) 
‘The meaning of it (the first job) is to help me to accumulate experience. I do not 
mean that I would not change my job in the future, but for now, this is where I 
accumulate experience.’ (Belle Ye, 26 years old, Shenzhen) 
‘The first job is a platform. First of all, I hope that it can help me accumulate 
experience and know society better. Second, it allows me to be economically 
independent so that I would not rely on my parents any longer.’ (Jin Long, 26 years 
old, Shenzhen) 
‘I prefer to choose a job which can provide me with a platform and could become 
a springboard to my future career.’ (Kevin Yan, 24 years old, Shenzhen) 
5.3.2 Value of Bianzhi 
Obtaining a Bianzhi job is a dream for Lanzhou job seekers. However, Shenzhen 
hunters are not attracted to Bianzhi.  
‘The largest attraction to Bianzhi is protection. However, I do not want to obtain 
it for the time being. I think it is a shackle to me. To enjoy its benefits, you must stay 
in the system. Otherwise, you cannot obtain it. In addition, I do not need protection 
now. My parents could feed themselves, and I could do whatever I like to feed myself. 
Maybe in the near future, I could sit in the civil service examination.’ (Shen Hong, 23 
years old, Shenzhen) 
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5.3.3 High Pay 
High pay is a must for Shenzhen job seekers, especially for non-native citizens.  
‘As an outlander in Shenzhen, I did not care about whether the job has much free 
time or not. I had internships at court and my friends had internships at procuratorate. 
I knew the work there is comfortable, and you could have much free time to do what 
you want. However, I am not into this kind of work, at least for the time being. I need 
to earn my first pot of gold. If I wanted to be a civil servant and enjoy the free time, I 
assume I would go back to my hometown.’ (LiLei, 25 years old, Shenzhen) 
‘The cost of living here (Shenzhen) is quite high. When I chose my first job, I 
valued a high pay. I also valued the platform. I do not think the two necessarily conflict 
with each other. A good platform often pays well.’ (Jin Long, 26 years old, Shenzhen) 
5.3.4 Can be Unstable or Insecured 
Although the work is precarious and not a good job in the eyes of Lanzhou job 
seekers, their Shenzhen counterparts still consider it a good job.  
‘My first job was in telemarketing. Generally, people who answer the phones are 
disgusted with this kind of telephone marketing. I encountered many difficulties at the 
beginning, but I did not give up. I set a goal for myself, including monthly and daily 
goals... I would invite 10 entrepreneurs to attend our course every month... On the 
weekends, I went to other entrepreneurs’ training institutions to exchange business 
cards with other entrepreneurs so they will know our school... I added at least 50 
entrepreneurs through WeChat every day and then sent them our course information. 
Without any exaggeration, most people will feel bored after working for three days 
like this. However, I have been doing this job for almost six years. I have generated 2 
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million for my company and my personal income has accumulated to 600,000 over the 
past few years.’ (Fern Jin, 28 years old, Lanzhou) 
By setting goals and achieving them, Jin succeeded in her work. By comparing 
Jin’s example with those looking for intrasystem sector jobs in Lanzhou, we could find 
that the rewarding system differs between these two types of work. The threshold of 
sales work is relatively low, and many of the respondents in this sector assume that ‘as 
long as you could speak, you could do this kind of work.’33 Simultaneously, this job 
is competitive and those whose sales performance is poor tended to be fired by the 
company. By contrast, those who excelled received generous returns. The condition in 
which everything depends on your own performance characterise this type of work, 
which explains why Jin succeeded in this sector. However, people looking for 
intrasystem sector jobs in Lanzhou face a different situation, that is, the threshold of 
this type of work is high and even exclusive in nature. Under such background, job 
competitiveness is manifested before one begins the job. Once hired, you are not easily 
fired by the work unit, which is also defined as the so-called ‘eat imperial grain’ (chi 
huangliang).  
5.3.5 Individual Achievement 
Unlike Lanzhou job seekers, Shenzhen students place greater importance on the 
fulfilment of personal values. 
‘In the minds of southerners, the best people work in the enterprise and second-
rate talents choose to become civil servants... They are more concerned about value 
achievement in career development... A stable job will limit a person’s ability. A 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
33  For example, Edison Dai, George Xiao and Cherry Xu expressed the same idea when asked about the 
characteristics of their work. 
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person will be mentally depressed if his/her personal values cannot be fulfilled.’ 
(Cherry Xu, 28 years old, Shenzhen) 
‘It leaves us the impression that high school graduates could also fulfill tasks as 
long as they receive simple trainings, which is why this type of job is unattractive to 
young people in Southern China. By contrast, foreign and private enterprises are more 
attractive for them because they could realise personal values.’ (Li Lei, 25 years old, 
Shenzhen) 
Young people choosing jobs in different regions have different expectations for 
their first job: those who opted to work in Lanzhou often hope that they could obtain 
a public-sector job as their first job, which they hope to last a lifetime. For these young 
people, graduating from the university and entering society largely equate with getting 
a job in the public sector. By contrast, students who choose to work in Shenzhen do 
not impose such strict options like their Lanzhou counterparts. These students have 
many options, including working in public sector jobs, foreign companies, private 
enterprises or other industrial relation companies. In addition, for students who opt to 
work in Shenzhen, the significance of their first job is mainly about finishing the 
university life and then embarking on a new life. For these students, graduating from 
college means becoming mature and living independently, at least financially. 
Simultaneously, a first job could provide them with a platform, by which they could 
improve their professional skills and improve their employability. If possible, these 
students tend to achieve a high level or more rewarding work. 
5.4 Discussions 
 This chapter addresses the first research question of this dissertation. The chapter 
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shows the standards of good jobs in the eyes of students seeking employment in 
Lanzhou and Shenzhen. The research shows that Lanzhou seekers tend to equate a 
good job with public sector jobs, particularly intrasystem sectors jobs. The stability, 
low risks and good hidden benefits of public sector jobs attract seekers. Therefore, 
they make immense efforts to acquire this kind of jobs, and once hired, they hope to 
stay in that position for a lifetime. Thus, seekers never think about changing their jobs, 
and they regard intrasystem sector jobs as the destination. The seekers admitted that 
public sector jobs have certain disadvantages. For example, the job may stifle one’s 
creativity and critical thinking. Here, seekers do not have a strong sense of 
belongingness sometimes. Nevertheless, the seekers still think working in the 
government sector is a good job. 
 By contrast, Shenzhen seekers do not equate good jobs with any job sectors 
because public and non-public sectors are both their choices. When choosing one job, 
these seekers tend to find a high-paying job or a job that could stimulate their creativity 
and realise their personal values. The seekers assume that these kinds of jobs could 
improve their employable skills, making them more qualified to obtain a better job in 
the near future. If necessary, the seekers would jump to a high and more rewarding job. 
Moreover, they would also like to use their first job as a springboard to their future. 
The seekers seldom regard their first job as their lifelong job. In other words, these 
seekers usually see the first job as the beginning of a journey, leading them to other 
better paying jobs.  
In the following chapters, I would clarify the factors that contribute to these 
graduates’ preferences in building jobs. In the rest of this chapter, I would link the 
research findings from the fieldwork to the theoretical framework proposed in Chapter 
3, with enhanced understanding on why graduates in Lanzhou and Shenzhen have 
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different viewpoints of good jobs. Macro-level conditions in these two areas would be 
considered, and economic reform policy and the Western Development Strategy would 
also be discussed. The main purpose is to show that labour market opportunities, 
particularly extrasystem sector jobs, in these two areas are quite different. 
Tertiary Industry and Labour Market Opportunities 
 In his famous book, Economic Growth of Nations: Total Output and Production 
Structure, Simon argued that with the development of the national economy, the 
proportion of the primary industry in the national income and labour force will 
continue to decline. In the industrialised stage, the secondary industry accounts for the 
proportion of national income; furthermore, labour force will increase, and the former 
will rise faster than the latter. In the later period of industrialisation, the proportion of 
the tertiary industry in the national income and the labour force will rise, and the 
tertiary industry will become the main component of economic development (Kuznets 
1971).  
 The tertiary industry is has the largest share of college graduate employment, and 
this is especially the case for industries such as finance, information technology, 
scientific technology, education, health and government sectors (Yue 2017). According 
to the surveys conducted by the Peking University in 2015, the employment 
distribution of college graduates shows the following characteristics (Yue, 2017). The 
tertiary industry is the main industry that absorbs graduates, accounting for 71.2%, 
whereas the secondary and primary industries account for 23.4% and 5.4%, 
respectively.  
More than half of the students preferred to hunt for jobs in large cities, such as 
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai and the coastal provinces in the Eastern areas. The Western 
part of China only attracted 20% of the graduates. This result is in parallel with the 
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economic structure in these areas, which is characterised as highly developed tertiary 
industries. Thus, graduates may easily find jobs when the industrial structure matches 
well with higher education structures.  
However, China witnessed considerable regional inequality in tertiary industrial 
development. For example, more than 80% of tertiary industries in Lanzhou are 
engaged in wholesale and retail, accommodation and catering industries (Fu 2013). It 
was not until 1990 that Lanzhou began to share the open-up door policy and introduced 
the foreign direct investment (FDI). Unfortunately, even today, the role of FDI in 
Lanzhou could also be ignored, for the quantity of FDI is fairly small. Thus, scholars 
have argued that Lanzhou, as the province capital city, probably has the lowest level 
of globalisation (Yang et al 2016).  
Things are different for Lanzhou’s coastal counterparts, such as Shenzhen. 
Shenzhen is a major financial centre in Southern China, with the busiest container 
ports worldwide, home to the Shenzhen Stock Exchange and headquarters of numerous 
high-tech companies. Shenzhen is also home to many well-known high-tech 
companies, such as BYD, Konka, Skyworth, Tencent, ZTE, TP-Link, Beijing 
Genomics Institute (BGI), OnePlus and Huawei. Many foreign high-tech companies 
have their China operations centres located in the Science and Technology Park of the 
Nanshan District. Furthermore, Shenzhen is seen as an ideal fertile ground for startups 
both at home and abroad. Several successful startup companies are located in 
Shenzhen, such as Petcube, Palette, Wearvigo, Notch and Makeblock. In recent years, 
with the rising cost of labour and the advocact from the Chinese governments, 
Shenzhen is increasingly transforming from low- to high-end sectors (Shen & Gordon 
2017). 
Graduate Job Quality: How Can We Better Understand It? 
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 With the changes in work, especially the global distribution of production 
processes, particularly Global North and Global South, and the worldwide higher 
education expansion and its association with the war for talents, the challenge today is 
how to conceptualise job quality (Acemoglu 2001, Arne 2011, Brown et al 2012, 
Findlay et al 2013, Wang & Zhang 2014). Thus far, identifying the dimensions of job 
quality is quite contesting (Ghai 2003, Green 2006, Holman 2013). Job quality is 
commonly agreed as a complicated and multidimensional construction that includes 
both the objective characteristics, such as earnings, working conditions and career 
aspects, and the subjective dimension, such as the meaning and challenges that people 
encounter when doing their jobs (Arne 2011). 
 Scholars who have investigated Chinese college graduate employment tended to 
believe that the quality of graduate employment has declined in recent years. The 
decreasing level of stability is an important indicator (Bai 2006, Hu & Qiu 2011, 
Huang 2015b, Li et al 2014). The 2013 Chinese University Student Employment 
Survey shows that in 2012, 33% of the recent university graduates left their jobs no 
more than half a year, and among them, 98% took voluntary leave (MyCOS 2013).  
Similarly, the Economic Daily reported that 65% of university graduates held their 
job positions no more than one year, and only 9.3% could work more than two years 
(Wang & Zhang 2014). In addition, due to the increasing labour market competition, 
the starting salary of college graduates has declined. Studies have shown that the rate 
of return to higher education experienced a rapid growth from 1991 to 2000 and a slow 
down or even stagnation in recent years (He 2009).  
 Based on the findings from the qualitative research, this chapter provides an 
alternative understanding on whether high turnover rates and low wages, which the 
quantitative research usually utilised, can be a good indicator of poor employment 
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measures (Li 2017b, Wang & Zhang 2014). The research results do not agree with all 
their arguments. We need to understand graduate employment issues based on the 
political economy situation, particularly the labour market opportunity, in the current 
Chinese context. In areas with high degree of marketisation, such as Shenzhen, a high 
turnover rate cannot necessarily be a sign of low quality employment; instead it can be 
a sign of high quality employment. Considering the better opportunities waiting for 
graduates, they still tend to take a leave. This phenomenon is illustrated well with the 
finding from a previous study indicating that 98% of the graduates voluntarily leave 
their jobs (MyCOS 2013).  
Moreover, the Chinese economy is undergoing a large growth model 
transformation, from exported-oriented and labour-intensive economy to a high value 
added and capital-intensive economy (Mok & Qian 2018). Previous underemployed 
or mismatched students can be expected to leave their jobs if better and more 
appropriate job opportunities come. Under this background, whether the high turnover 
is necessarily indicative of poor quality employment is worth considering. In my 
empirical finding, Shenzhen graduates are more likely to change their jobs if better 
opportunities emerge. The graduates seem that they are always on search for better 
employment. 
 Furthermore, whether low wages necessarily mean low job quality is also worth 
discussing. We need to further identify why graduates tend to hold low wage jobs. If 
no high-paying job opportunity is available for the graduates, low-paying jobs are 
more likely to be associated with poor employment. However, if the graduates accept 
the low-paying job opportunity for their employability improvement, then we probably 
cannot equate low payment with poor employment. When the graduates’ employability 
improves, they tend to leave their posts or get high-paying jobs in the same position. 
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Jin’s example in this empirical study is a good one. To improve her market sales skills, 
she chose to work in a job without any welfare benefits and with wages that depend 
on her work performance. The result is that Jin’s working ability improved, and she 
received a better job opportunity.  
 However, in areas with low degree of marketisation, such as Lanzhou, things 
could be significantly different. Owing to the imbalanced labour market opportunities, 
the public sector is equated with the seekers’ preferred jobs. In this case, even if the 
seekers agree or not, they need to accept all the features of public sector jobs. Stability 
is a good dimension of public sector jobs, but the seekers probably need to sacrifice 
their own critical and creative skills to become part of an organisation. In this case, the 
turnover rate can be quite low, but it does not necessarily mean that the seekers are 
satisfied with their jobs. Such finding may also mean that the seekers have no 
alternative options. With such institutional arrangements, people have few choices, and 
they often have to get their preferred jobs as such.  
As Kallebery argued ‘[…] the notion of good jobs in particular is a normative 
construct that is gendered, contested, fluid, contingent and evolving (Kalleberg, 2011, 
p. 123).’ Therefore, we need to be cautious when trying to understand the quality of 
the graduate labour market, and we cannot assume that all social conditions or contexts 
should be homogenous. No situation exists wherein one size fits all. This finding is 
especially relevant in the case of China, as it is experiencing tremendous changes in 
all aspects of society (Stockman 2013).  
Two Features of the Implementation of Chinese Economic Reform 
The implementation of Chinese economic reform has two main features (Yang et 
al 2016). Firstly, the time for implementation varies in different regions. The 
implementation started from the Southeast coastal region in the late 1970s due to their 
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comparative advantage in exporting sectors (Wei 2000), and then to the whole coastal 
region in the 1980s and early 1990s, and finally along Yangtze River and Yellow River 
to the inland cities. The other characteristic of inland cities is that they are established 
and developed mainly as agricultural centres or industrial and mining growth regions, 
whereas their coastal counterparts are typical regional, national or international 
business and cultural and trade centres. 
The idea of economic reform is to allow certain people and regions to become rich 
first, but the other half of the sentence is also important: those people and regions that 
get rich first could provide help to other impoverished people and areas (Hewitt 2008). 
The problem now is that certain regions have already disproportionally benefited from 
the policies of reform and opening up and have become rich, whereas other regions 
have remained under-developed.  
The Chinese government has realised this issue in the ninth Five-Year-Plan and 
has proposed and carried out a series of projects to rejuvenate the Western regions. By 
investing heavily on infrastructure constructions, projects such as the Western 
Development Strategy or ‘Campaign to Open Up the West’ have been proposed. 
However, the subsequent issue would be whether these government interventions 
could be effective or not. 
Policy Effect Regarding the Implementation of Western Development Strategy 
 When the government realised the increasing interregional inequality and came 
up with plans to promote economic development in the areas that lagged behind, the 
effect of these programmes were not evident. Recent empirical studies have evaluated 
the net policy effect regarding the implementation of the Western development strategy 
and has determined that the net policy effect of the Western development on the 
economic development of the western region as a whole is insignificant. The 
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programme benefited certain regions such as Inner Mongolia, Chongqing, Shaanxi, 
Qinghai and Ningxia, where the degree of government participation is weak,and has 
an absorption effect on human resources; whereas it negatively affected regions such 
as Guangxi, Yunnan, Gansu and Xinjiang, where government intervention is strong 
(Tan & Bao 2018). The intervention of the Gansu regional government in enterprises 
ranked 20th across China, and in the Western region, it is second only to Yunnan, 
Sichuan and Chongqing (Fan et al 2012). Thus, the degree of government intervention 
in Gansu is strong, and for this reason, the Western development strategy may not work.  
In addition, the of economic development level is also closely associated with the 
distribution of talents. Graduates with high volumes of human capital tend to go to 
large cities, for example, the capital city of one province, or the coastal part of China 
(Li & Zhang, 2008; Yang et al, 2011; Yue et al, 2016). Simultaneously, companies, 
especially competitive ones, also prefer places filled with talents (Heckman & Yi, 2012; 
Yang, 2002). This collusion further intensifies the inter-regional inequality in China. 
In economically well-developed coastal areas such as Shenzhen, people have 
many high-quality working opportunities and because of this, they do not limit their 
career options in certain sectors. However, in areas like Lanzhou, the economic 
development of various industries is unbalanced and state-owned enterprises are 
strong, whereas the private sector and foreign-funded enterprises are underdeveloped. 
Thus, it is quite understandable that job seekers in Lanzhou equated their preferred 
jobs with public sector jobs. 
5.5 Conclusion 
 This chapter addresses the first research question, that is the graduates’ view of 
their preferred jobs. It finds that graduates from low marketization areas, Lanzhou, 
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tend to equate the public sectors with their ideal job and their Shenzhen counterparts, 
usually open doors equally to public and non-public sectors. It also finds that once 
acquired their preferred jobs, Lanzhou seekers tend to stay in that job for permanently, 
but for Shenzhen seekers, it seems that there is no job as their preferred destinations 
and they often want to jump to a highly reward positions. The next chapter will 
illustrate the factors that contribute to their good job construction.  
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Chapter 6 Good Job Construction 
6.1 Introduction 
Chapter five discusses the aspects of good jobs in the eyes of recent college 
graduates in Lanzhou and Shenzhen. This chapter aims to understand how graduates 
who seek jobs in these two areas construct their standards of good jobs on the basis of 
the research findings. Questions about when they began to construct their good jobs 
and the factors that influence good job construction will be answered in this chapter. 
6.2 Impact of Cultural Capital 
Cultural capital, specifically family-based cultural capital, plays an important role 
in construction of good jobs. Data suggest that six students effectively constructed 
their good jobs before they attended universities. These students come from middle-
class families. Two students, namely, Editha Gu and Jerry Nei, decided to work in 
Lanzhou. They are a secondary school teacher and a national civil servant, respectively. 
Jong Kai, a network engineer, Li Lei, a government civil servant, Harlan Tong, a 
construction engineer, and Laura Wang, an HR employee of a listed company, works 
in Shenzhen. If their jobs are measured by the criterion of labour market division, then 
they are employed by a primary labour market sector. 
These students knew exactly what they want to do even before college. Their 
choice of college major was based on their established career intention. For them, 
professional learning in college is an accumulation of knowledge and an important 
approach to achieve career goals. Before entering college, their family environment 
has subtle influence on their career cognition, especially in helping them generate 
interest in a particular profession (or industry). 
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6.2.1 Subtle Influence of the Family on Children’s Interest in a Specific Occupation  
Editha Gu was born in a middle-class family. Her father is a college teacher and 
her mother was a secondary school teacher. However, she eventually engaged in the 
insurance industry, which offers higher income. Although her mother’s recent work 
allows her to earn large income, she often expresses her nostalgia of being a teacher. 
This nostalgic feeling influenced Editha from her young age and made her believe that: 
 ‘The sense of accomplishment in engaging in a job that you love is much more 
meaningful than that which provides large income.’ (Editha Gu, age 29, Lanzhou) 
In addition to the influence of her mother, her interaction with a mathematics 
teacher in elementary developed her interest in being a teacher. Before third grade, she 
had poor skills in mathematics because she was afraid of numbers. Fortunately, the 
school arranged a new mathematics teacher for her class after third year. This teacher 
keenly found that she was afraid of mathematics. Thus, he created a variety of 
opportunities to stimulate her enthusiasm to learn mathematics. Gradually, her 
performance improved and she became passionate in the subject: 
 ‘From my childhood, I am fortunate to meet many good teachers who provided 
me with good impression on being a teacher.’ (Editha Gu, age 29, Lanzhou) 
Jong Kai was born to a middle-class family. His father is a college professor, and 
his mother is an administrative staff in a school. When he was seven years old (1993), 
his family bought a computer, which was required for his father’s work. In his spare 
time, he used the computer to design greeting cards, which he offered as gifts to his 
friends during festivals. His friends appreciated his gifts. This positive feedback 
allowed him to feel that: 
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 ‘I am effective in this area of interest.’ (Jong Kai, age30, Shenzhen) 
This positive feedback further induced him to use his spare time to browse 
computer forums to update his knowledge.  
Editha Gu and Jong Kai were keen for a specific occupation in their young age. 
A direct election model is introduced, which does not explicitly produce a specific 
occupation that one wants to engage in before entering college but still elicits one’s 
interests towards certain occupational field before going to college.  
6.2.2 Keen on Certain Occupational Fields 
Harlan Tong was born to a middle-class family. His father is an engineer, and his 
mother is a doctor. He had his own interpretation of a career before going to college. 
 ‘A man should have a career of himself.’ (Harlan Tong, age 32, Shenzhen) 
 ‘When we (my family) go out and pass at some places where my father worked, 
he always proudly tells me which bridge and road he built and repaired. I greatly 
admire him. I feel that a man should have a career of his own and so do I.’ (Harlan 
Tong, age 32, Shenzhen) 
His family has subtle influence on him, which nurtured his entrepreneurial spirit. 
Therefore, he selected his ideal major in road construction, which, in his opinion, is 
the most suitable job to help him achieve his dream.  
Similar to Harlan Tong’s case, Li Lei and Jerry Nei also decided their occupational 
field before they entered college. They both want to work in the intrasystem. Li Lei 
was born to an old revolutionary family. His grandparents were Communist Party 
cadres. His father worked in the intrasystem. Since childhood, his family inoculated 
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him with thoughts of what was good work. In his family’s view, work in the 
intrasystem is good. His family intentionally or unintentionally expresses their 
attitudes in his job choice. 
‘My parents clearly expressed their hope that I will work in the intrasystem 
because they believe that the company provides stability, high income and social 
status.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Lanzhou) 
‘My mother often compares herself with her classmates. Some of her classmates 
worked in the private companies and some entered the civil service industry. Their 
current status is where my mother drew conclusion from. My mother concluded that 
civil servants have better future because her civil servant classmate progressed very 
well. Thus, she also wanted me to work there.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Lanzhou) 
Jerry Nei also wants to work for the government. 
‘The culture in the northern part of China justifies the relatively conservative 
thoughts of people. They are afraid of risks and of losing. Thus, they are extremely 
inclined to work for the government and so do I.’ (Jerry Nei, age 28, Lanzhou) 
Although he was not clear about which subject he wanted as a major, he was very 
certain about working for the government. 
6.2.3 Smooth Transition from High School to College Major 
After the college entrance examinations, students in China are required to enrol in 
universities and decide on the discipline they want to major in. These students only 
focused on their majors. 
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‘I want to be a Chinese teacher in the future. Thus, I chose the Chinese major.’ 
(Editha Gu, age 29, Lanzhou) 
‘I am interested in computer. I want to learn more about it.’ (Jong Kai, age 30, 
Shenzhen) 
‘I prefer a major that could help me most to work for the government. Thus, I 
selected Administration Management.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Lanzhou) 
Students of this type of employment often know well what they want to do after 
graduation. Thus, almost all of them can decide on their major on their own. Their 
counterparts, who have different types of employment entry, always rely on other’s 
opinion in terms of selecting their major course.  
6.2.4 Further Career Exploration in College  
After attending the university, these students further develop their interest on their 
desired jobs. Editha Gu’s college experience is a good example. In her freshman’s 
summer vacation, she volunteered as a teacher in a remote area in China. After 
delivering a lecture to the students, her classmate, who was also a volunteer at that 
time, spoke highly of her teaching ability. The evaluation of her classmate was as 
follows: ‘You are born to be a teacher.’ Her classmate’s father is an excellent 
secondary school teacher. Thus, her approval made Editha Gu very happy and more 
determined to be a teacher in the future. She joined a student community in the second 
half of the senior semester. In preparation for teaching, she used what she learned in 
the curriculum design course to prepare a new course for students. The courses were 
also spoken highly by the students. From teaching performance to course design, 
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Editha Gu has been recognised by her students. This positive feedback made her more 
determined for her own career choice. 
Similarly, Li Lei and Jerry Nei, who yearn to work in the intrasystem before they 
went to college, showed progressive advancement towards their dreams in college.  
‘The efforts I exerted in the entire college stage aimed at obtaining a good job in 
the intrasystem. Since freshman year, I have had a clear career plan. I hope I can be 
admitted after graduation. I want to become a civil servant after obtaining a master 
degree. Thus, I began to prepare for postgraduate examination when I was a 
sophomore student. However, I failed in the postgraduate examination. The 
preparation for the postgraduate entrance examination still plays a key role in my 
admission to the civil service.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Shenzhen) 
His failure in the postgraduate examination did not stop him from registering for 
civil service examination. He successfully passed the civil service written and 
interview examinations and finally landed a civil service position in Shenzhen. 
‘When I was in college, my relatives helped me find several internships. I worked 
as intern in the National Intellectual Property Office and our Local National 
Development and Reform Commission and the Finance Bureau.’ (Jerry Nei, age 28, 
Lanzhou) 
For those who hold this career view, they can still take the initiative to learn and 
use the opportunities as much as possible to make up for the disadvantages even though 
they study in lower tier universities. Jong Kai was not able to study at his dream 
university because he failed in the college entrance examination. Instead, he could only 
study in a lower-tier university. However, in his college years, he still used varieties 
of resources as much as possible to improve his knowledge.  
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‘My college is not so good and it taught us outdated knowledge. The courses in 
computer science should provide cutting edge lessons; otherwise, you cannot follow 
the trend.’ (Jong Kai, age 30, Shenzhen) 
He was aware of the insufficient school resources. Thus, he turned to the Internet 
for help.  
‘At that time, Twitter was not banned in China. Thus, I followed some of the 
world’s leading programmers to learn about their discussions.’ (Jong Kai, age 30, 
Shenzhen) 
He learned about the programming language, Pascal, which is not very popular in 
international computer field during that time. 
‘I am attracted to its simple form and admire it very much.’ (Jong Kai, age 30, 
Shenzhen). 
Therefore, in subsequent studies, he consciously paid attention to the development 
of this language. 
‘When my classmates are learning a wide range of specialised knowledge about 
computer, I have found this subject, which interests me the most.’ (Jong Kai, age30, 
Shenzhen) 
Graduates who constructed their good jobs before the university were subtly 
influenced by their families on their interest in certain jobs. Thus, they turned their 
interests into majors in college. They carried out this transformation to a large extent. 
Similarly, when they enter college, this autonomy continues to dominate them to 
further improve their ability for future employment. 
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6.3 Impact of Social and Human Capital 
 The majority of students did not have plans before moving to the university. They 
only have the idea of a good job. Similar to most students, obtaining high test scores 
in college is their only goal. Their majors are recommended by other people (teachers 
and distant relatives). They have little knowledge about their major before college. 
However, after they attended universities, they learned more about their majors 
through college education, including high-quality and professional-related internships. 
The more they learned, the more assertive for their future work they became. In their 
own words: 
 ‘Although I did not know what I want at the beginning, I gradually learned about 
myself and work through internship.’ (Belle Ye, age 26, Shenzhen) 
 ‘I think my process is that of great waves sweeping away sand.’ (Cherry Xu, age 
28, Shenzhen) 
 “This process is a step-by-step focus.’ (Bob Sen, age 27, Shenzhen) 
Cherry Xu’s ‘great waves sweeping away sand’ (dalang taosha) and Bob Sen’s 
‘step-by-step focus’ can reflect their job construction process. They do not know their 
interests and hobbies before going to the university. After attending college, they 
gradually focused on and clarified their own direction through various internships. In 
this process, especially via internships, many students increasingly narrow down and 
aim at the jobs that they want to pursue after graduation.  
6.3.1 Various Internships 
Belle Ye is a typical case. She comes from a middle-class family. Her father is a 
boss of a private company and her mother is a worker. Although she selected her major 
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in college, she did not know about her major at all. She selected her major because she 
believed that the name sounds attractive.  
‘In the first and second years, (I) visited some job search websites. By the end of 
the first academic year, I began to perform some internships in a variety of work units. 
In the years that followed, my internships included domestic commercial banks, 
foreign-owned companies, brokers and foreign companies. These companies are top 
work units in my industry. I also worked in their core business sectors. In the course 
of internship, I learned more about the types of work that I can do and want to do. 
Gradually, my job orientation settled down.’ (Belle Ye, age 26, Shenzhen) 
These internships led her to gradually understand the operational characteristics 
of these jobs. 
‘For those who have just graduated from the university, they can be account 
managers or tellers in state-owned or foreign commercial banks. I am not interested in 
these jobs. They could also apply in foreign companies. The effort they invested in is 
not proportional to the income they earn, although the working environment is very 
good. They could also be brokers. However, its requirement is very high. Only those 
who major in finance may have the chance. This type of job requires a good physical 
quality.’ (Belle Ye, age 26, Shenzhen) 
Jin Long has similar experiences.  
“In the junior, senior and first years of postgraduate studies, I actively performed 
a variety of internships related to my major. In the internship process, I could improve 
my professional quality and determined my own interests and hobbies, narrowing the 
scope of employment.’ (Jin Long, age 26, Shenzhen) 
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Kevin Yan majored in mass media. He had little knowledge about this major 
before college. In second year, he used a variety of internship opportunities to explore 
his own employment direction. 
´Only by becoming an intern in different TV stations or different columns of the 
same TV station can you understand their characteristics. You can then decide given 
these advantages and disadvantages. These advantages could be in terms of financial 
aspects and working atmosphere. Through comparison, you will have an optimal and 
a relatively conservative option. My first internship was in a TV station, which was 
relatively backward in my hometown. I learned quite well in technology at school. 
Thus, by the end of this internship, I was clearly informed that I could work in this 
industry after graduation. My second internship was in Running Man group (a very 
popular reality show in China). This internship was about recording the latest variety 
show. Different television stations and columns have different styles. You have to 
understand these programs regardless of the segment you are assigned (news, variety 
show, documentary, or new media). These experiences allow you to decide.’ (Kevin 
Yan, age 24, Shenzhen)  
Apart from the various types of internships within the major, some students 
performed internships across different sectors.  
‘I have carried out internship since the sophomore year. In the summer vacation 
during my secondary year, I was an editor of a broadcasting station. On my third year, 
I was a social security worker in a social security centre. Through the comparison of 
internships in public institutions and civil service units, I am inclined perform the work 
of civil servants.’ (Shen Hong, age 23, Shenzhen) 
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6.3.2 Structured Internships 
Apart from students who applied for internship, some students also experienced 
the structured internship program (SIP), which is an attachment program between 
students in an industry. The program aims to provide the students with the technical 
and soft skills. Students usually have tutors to lead them and evaluate their 
performances. After this process, the students tend to understand their careers well.  
‘Our company has a “Full Sail Plan” specifically designed to recruit interns. In 
our junior year, the company recruited interns. The process was relatively systematic. 
At the beginning, they send us an internship supervisor. This supervisor not only taught 
us medical knowledge, but also guided us in detail on how to make profits. Moreover, 
a regular assessment mechanism was in place to assess our teaching ability given that 
our work requires us to organise and carry out some academic meetings and 
disseminate information. This mechanism also evaluated our communication ability. 
For example, the company assigns a person, who simulates as the customer. Then, you 
are given a week to visit him and to persuade him to buy your product. The results of 
each visit are recorded and scored. Finally, at the end of your internship, the leader 
evaluates your overall performance in all these aspects. Those who ranked in the top 
places get the job after graduation.” (Cherry Xu, age 28, Shenzhen) 
Cherry Xu comes from a working-class family and studies medicine sales in a 
second-tier university in the southern part of China. In her junior year, she became an 
intern in this foreign company through the ‘Full Sail Plan’. A careful analysis of her 
internship experience shows three levels of contents as follows. Firstly, the internship 
not only teaches some product-related knowledge, but also supplements some basic 
knowledge on medicine. The combination of the two is a very good knowledge 
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structure that medical sales staff should possess. Secondly, the internship not only 
focuses on cultivating individual communication skills, but also on organisational 
coordination ability. In this process, the individual independence and team 
coordination skills are cultivated and improved. Finally, it is an interactive process 
between the students and their tailored supervisors. In the process of the supervisor’s 
tracking record and feedback, the performance of these interns is further improved. 
These examples illustrate that the quantity and quality of internships (the type of 
internships and the interaction between students and supervisors in the internship 
process) have largely helped students who do not know their majors and employment 
orientation before they move to universities. Moreover, the employment of college 
students is a systematic work with the increase in enrolment of higher education and 
the sharp increase in the number of college students. The internships of these three 
students began at the early days of their college life. Many students, such as Belle Ye 
and Kevin Yan, even began to think about their employment orientation in their first 
year. The employment of college students has become a project that should be 
seriously considered. This concept is especially important these days given that large 
numbers of college students are produced, the number of which is beyond the 
absorption of the labour market.  
6.3.3 Poor Internship Experience 
However, not all students experienced high quality internship. Many students who 
pursued higher education in Lanzhou tend to have low qualified internship. Their low-
quality internship experience slightly affects their employment, but some has a 
negative impact.  
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Qiao Di comes from a working-class family. Her description of her internship 
experience indicates that the quality of her internship is very poor.  
‘My major is tourism management. I was assigned to a travel agency for internship 
by the school. During the internship, I run errands for everything. I felt that our work 
as interns was irrelevant. I felt very tired every day. The internship wage was also very 
low (only 500 yuan per month). The wage cannot even afford to rent an apartment. 
This was far from my expectations.’ (Qiao Di, age 23, Lanzhou) 
Liberal Wang’s internship experience was very similar to Qiao Di’s. Someone in 
her family was engaged in financial-related work. Thus, the family influenced her to 
choose her major. Although she did not know about the major, she still obeyed her 
family’s arrangements. In her junior year, she carried out internship in an accounting 
firm, which has a cooperative relationship with her university.  
‘To be honest, I felt I was cheated after working there for several days. I cannot 
imagine that the day-to-day operation of an accounting firm is performed by only a 
few interns. It has few official employees and I felt that the firm operates in an informal 
approach. In summary, I felt very depressed.’ (Liberal Wang, age 25, Lanzhou) 
Qiao Di and Liberal Wang’s description shows that the quality of their internships 
is very poor. This type of internship experience is caused not by their green hand and 
inability to perform a complex job, but by their low-quality internship. Can you image 
that the work of the Big Four Accounting Firms is performed by temporary staff?  
This low-quality internship offers no help for their employment. Sometimes it even 
negatively affects their employment and tends to blur their understanding of the 
industry. 
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Students who experience this type of internship often comment that: ‘I think I am 
not suitable for this type of job.’ In fact, they blur two different things: he quality of 
internship they experienced and the quality of the work they obtained after their 
graduation. The quality of the internship they experienced is poor and they have no 
interest in the field. However, this concept does not indicate that the industry in which 
they work is not attractive. In fact, their interest could still be nurtured if they get a 
good job after graduation. However, in my case, their low-quality internship caused 
them to lose their interest in their work and further affected their job searching 
behaviour. They are not motivated to find jobs or other internship opportunities 
because they believe that all jobs in that field are the same. 
6.3.4 Poor Internship VS Excellent Internship Experience 
The only student in the empirical data studied in Lanzhou in the northern part of 
China and rendered internship in Shenzhen. While working in a foreign 
pharmaceutical company in Shenzhen, he began to evaluate whether this type of job is 
appropriate for him. 
 ‘Before I had an internship in Shenzhen, I wanted to be an experimenter after 
college. Our school has already provided us with an internship opportunity in Lanzhou, 
but the quality is poor. We had a one-day trip to visit the pharmaceutical factory. No 
courses are available in the first semester of my senior year. Thus, I wanted to obtain 
some working experiences before entering the society. Then, I found this internship. 
The internship greatly changed my previous decision. Making samples in the lab day 
after day makes me feel bored. Sometimes, I feel like a robot. I begin to wonder 
whether this job really suits me. In the laboratory, I often look out of the window to 
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think about what the pedestrians are going to do. By the end of the internship, I decided 
not to work as an experimenter.’ (George Xiao, age 30, Shenzhen) 
 This internship opportunity changed his previous decision. He made his previous 
decision only by imagination: ‘assuming that working as an experimenter fits me.’ 
After he experienced actual life in the lab, he gave up his decisions. Although he did 
not find out and selected a job that he wants most by various types of internships 
similar to other students illustrated in the previous chapter, he still had a relatively 
clear mind about his future jobs. Compared with his classmates who always change 
jobs at the beginning of their career life, he insisted in working in one field based on 
his internship experience. 
 ‘I worked in my first job for three years, much longer than my classmates did. 
Many of them do not know what to do after graduation. Working in a company for a 
few months and then changing into a totally different sector is their style. I believe that 
they are still determining their interest. However, I saved much time in this internship. 
Although, by then, I did not identify my interest, I knew what I do not like” (George 
Xiao, age30, Shenzhen). 
Without such an internship, he might have been looking for a laboratory job. 
However, after working for a while, he then finds that the job is not what he expects. 
He might change into another job until he finds his own interest. This process is a 
waste of time. George Xiao’s case shows that high quality internship opportunities 
could make the individuals involved reflexively think of their own experience; hence, 
time could be saved and more importantly, they could obtain an ideal job. More similar 
examples could be seen in the previous chapter. 
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6.3.5 Approaches to Acquire Internships 
 These descriptions and analysis show the importance of internships on the good 
job construction. Some students benefited from high quality internship or structured 
internships. Some students still feel a sense of loss after their internship. How do these 
students access these high-quality internships?  
Some students, such as Jin Long and Belle Ye, attended a top tier university in 
China. Both students acquired internship opportunity through the formal channel, 
namely, submitting their application letter via the Internet and then wait for the results. 
In other words, their university has the signalling effect, which illustrates that they are 
much more qualified to assume the internship positions. 
Some students, such as Shen Hong and Kevin Yan, obtained their internship 
opportunity via weak ties. Shen Hong obtained this information from one of his course 
teachers.  
‘By the end of the semester, our course teacher asked us whether we are interested 
to be interns at broadcasting sectors. I am very interested in this type of job, and I 
asked his recommendation.’ (Shen Hong, age 23, Shenzhen)  
 Some students, such as Kevin Yan, obtained their internship opportunity via a 
senior student.  
 ‘Senior students usually perform their internships at a TV station. I asked them for 
the information as well as recommendation”. (Kevin Yan, age 24, Shenzhen) 
 However, some students usually obtain their internship based on their department 
resources. For example, Cherry Xu, who studied in the second-tier university with 
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signalling effect, may not have a strong qualified human capital to perform an 
internship. She has an excellent internship opportunity via her department resources. 
 In summary, they usually obtain their internship opportunity via their own 
qualified capital, human capital, social capital, weak ties or sometimes department 
resources.  
 However, the actual situation may be more complex. For example, in terms of 
signalling effect of university brand, students in Lanzhou University also had excellent 
human capital. However, the study results show that these students cannot easily obtain 
internship opportunity. The main reason is the imbalance development of public and 
non-public sector development. In other words, even one student has a strong human 
capital or much more social connections. If his desired industry does not develop well 
in Lanzhou, then he cannot easily obtain the position.  
The development of the non-public sector economy in Lanzhou has the following 
characteristics: 1) the total economic output of the non-public sector is small. For 
example, in the first half of 2016, the non-public sector economy contributed to 43.32% 
of the city’s GDP, which was 12.7% lower than the national average performance and 
22.7% lower than its eastern coastal counterparts. 2) The proportion of these 
designated industrial enterprises is more than 20,000,000 RMB as measured by its 
annual operating income. In some non-public sector industrial enterprises, the value is 
only 0.64%. Only one of the top 500 private enterprises is located in Lanzhou. 3) The 
economic structure of these non-public sector enterprises is not sound. Most of the 
enterprises are engaged in the tertiary industry; 80% are engaged in the wholesale and 
retail industries. Only 6.7% are engaged in the secondary industry. These enterprises 
are small-scale, low-tech and resource-based with weak innovation abilities (Fu 2013). 
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The backwardness of the non-public economy has become one of the main reasons for 
Lanzhou’s backward economic development (Academy 2016). 
6.4 Impact of the Local Environment 
6.4.1 Local Culture in Lanzhou and Shenzhen 
The local culture in Lanzhou, especially the traditional Chinese culture34, has 
strong implications. This finding could be vividly illustrated when older generations 
in the family, such as parents, participate in selection of work.  
‘Some people did not want to take this examination (civil service examination). 
However, they had to attend it to satisfy their parents’ expectations. Their parents 
always believe that working in enterprises or possessing private business is always 
inferior to others.’ (Eddie Jun, age 37, Lanzhou) 
The parents of these students who are heavily influenced by the Chinese 
traditional culture, especially face culture, express explicitly that working for the 
government sectors could glorify and illuminate their families. For students who are 
keen to work in these sectors, the image of working in the intrasystem sectors could 
enhance self-confidence.  
A family takes pride in working in the intrasystem. Neighbours and friends hold 
a different attitude. Family members also feel particularly confident, which can be felt 
in their daily lives. They also feel a sense of superiority”. (Jerry Nei, aged 28, Lanzhou) 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? Face (mianzi) culture refers to public evaluations of worth by such visible criteria as occupation, education and 
wealth. By way of successfully playing one or more socially highly-respected roles, an individual’s social position 
and prestige could be established (Hu, 1944). It is a way of self-image and impression management. 
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The parental preference of the intrasystem jobs can be easily understood. Jobs in 
the intrasystem sectors are very attractive because private and foreign-funded 
economies in Lanzhou are underdeveloped. The distribution of these job opportunities 
is hierarchical, wherein intrasystem sectors are at the top and other types of industry-
related jobs at the bottom. This objective affects people’s attitudes towards the job. 
People who live in Lanzhou often tend to develop a subjective dimension of this 
objective opportunity, especially for those living in Lanzhou for a long time and know 
the situation quite well. Face culture is often associated with the status or position in 
the hierarchical structures; the higher the status, the more ‘face’ an individual enjoys. 
We could easily understand why people in Lanzhou tend to associate working at the 
intrasystem sectors with mianzi by following this logic. 
By contrast, the southerners’ attitude is more pragmatic. Graduates in Shenzhen 
do not always seek jobs in the intrasystem sectors due to various industrial relations 
and high-quality job opportunities. Various job opportunities available outside the 
intrasystem sectors enable them to be inclined to find jobs that could help them to 
achieve personal development. 
 ‘In the southerners’ minds, the best people shall work in enterprises, and the 
second-rate talents decide to become civil servants. They are more concerned about 
the value achievement in career development. A stable job limits a person’s ability. A 
person will be mentally depressed if his personal values cannot be fulfilled.’ (Cherry 
Xu, age 28, Shenzhen) 
 ‘A job in the intrasystem sector is not a priority for young people in the southern 
part of China because the contents of this type of jobs are extremely procedural. High 
school graduates could also fulfil the tasks as long as they receive some simple training. 
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Thus, this type of jobs is unattractive to young people in the southern China. By 
contrast, foreign and private enterprises are more attractive for them given that they 
could realise personal values.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Shenzhen) 
Enterprises of various forms of ownership usually develop well in the first-tier 
cities, such as Shenzhen. In other words, the distribution of high quality job 
opportunity in Shenzhen is relative and does not show much hierarchical structures. 
The private business sectors and foreign-funded companies could enjoy the same 
status with the intrasystem sector jobs. They could also provide jobs that are not 
inferior to the intrasystem sectors. Students have more options and do not always 
prefer the intrasystem jobs. In most cases, these high-quality jobs available outside the 
intrasystem sectors easily reveal the inherent shortcomings of the work at the 
intrasystem sectors. These shortcomings include bureaucratic atmosphere, low degree 
of specialisation, difficulty of job-hopping and the lack of value of self-realisation. 
Thus, working for the government becomes less attractive. 
This concept does not necessarily indicate that the people in Shenzhen do not care 
about the face culture. By contrast, people in Shenzhen have more opportunities than 
their Lanzhou counterparts due to various types of high-quality job opportunities, 
which are not always limited to the intrasystem sectors. Therefore, face culture is not 
equal to the work in the public sectors. Instead, when high-quality job opportunities of 
various industrial relations are available, the face culture could also enjoy various 
options. In Lanzhou, face culture is highly associated with intrasystem sector jobs due 
to the limited options of high-quality job opportunities. 
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6.4.2 Differences in Talent Cultivation in the Universities in these two areas 
Universities also adopt different strategies to guide and satisfy the requirements 
of students due to the diversified internship opportunity in these two areas. Unlike their 
coastal region counterparts who actively find internship opportunities in the university, 
students in Lanzhou usually prepare for the postgraduate entrance examinations 
(Kaoyan) and aim to pursue a higher degree. Thus, some universities in the northern 
part of China, such as Lanzhou, come up with some strategic plan to help students. 
‘Obtaining a master’s degree is usually the priority of students in Lanzhou. 
Universities would organise some remedial classes to help students achieve this degree 
in their junior year. Generally, two or three students do not attend this class. Students 
prefer to work upon graduation. Therefore, universities in the coastal regions often 
organise career-oriented events or activities to help students achieve their goal. Two 
or three students may take the post-graduate college examinations. Some students from 
good family background even consider working overseas.’ (Li Lei, age 25, Shenzhen) 
Another difference between universities in the southern part of China, such as 
Guangzhou, and in the northern part of China, such as Lanzhou, is that the curriculum 
design in the universities in Guangzhou is more market-oriented. For example, in the 
empirical data, George Xiao and Cherry Xu worked as sales agents in their first job. 
However, George Xiao’s major in the university is biology. Thus, he needed to 
accumulate marketing knowledge to perform well in his job. The process took him 
almost three years to equip himself with the basic marketing knowledge. Cherry Xu 
majored in pharmaceutical sales in the university. This course is based on business 
programming. Students in this sector should know marketing knowledge and 
biological knowledge, such as medicine. When she knows these two strands of 
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knowledge, she becomes more competitive than her counterparts when hunting for a 
job. The curriculum in George Xiao’s school either focuses on biological science or 
the business sectors. No conflict exists between the two. Graduates from biological 
science must supplement their business knowledge and vice versa. These examples 
show that curriculum in the southern universities is more market-oriented, which are 
better in terms of smooth transition from the university to the workplace.   
6.5 Discussions  
This chapter mainly deals with one question, namely, how graduates construct 
their good job standards. The research result shows that students from rich cultural 
capital background family usually construct their good job image before attending the 
university. They select their major based on their career interests. During college, they 
utilise their resources initiatively and attempt to achieve their good job dreams. 
However, the majority of students usually depended on the high-quality internships to 
help them construct their good job. High quality internship is constructed by two 
dimensions, namely, quantitative and qualitative concepts. From the quantitative 
perspective, students tend to experience various types of internship within the major 
or across the sectors. They increasingly identify their career path during this process. 
From the qualitative dimension, students tend to experience the structured internship 
program. In this program, they are guided by the experienced tutors and their 
performance could also be evaluated. The approaches of these students in designing 
their good job image are mainly from the human capital perspective and social capital, 
such as weak ties.  
Further analysis also points that not everyone with strong human capital and social 
capital could obtain internship opportunity. For example, students who pursued higher 
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education in Lanzhou have public-oriented economic structure. The non-public sector 
does not develop well, which results in the difficulty of obtaining high-quality 
internship. In other words, students in this region cannot easily construct their good 
job via high quality internship experience. Therefore, students in Lanzhou with 
working-class family background neither have the family resources such as cultural 
capital nor have experienced high-quality internship. Thus, they are less expected to 
design their good job image before graduation. By contrast, their Guangzhou 
counterparts usually could successfully achieve their goals mainly from the high-
quality internship experience. Empirical data also showed this tendency. 
In addition to these aspects, the local culture and university practices in these two 
areas are also quite different. The conservative culture in Lanzhou, that is, the people’s 
fear of potential risks that may fall into the illegal operations, cause them to select 
public sector jobs. However, for their Shenzhen counterparts, pragmatism in local 
culture allows them to focus on financial rewards, especially when opting for their first 
jobs. Moreover, the practices adopted by the universities in these two areas are also 
different. Graduates in Lanzhou often tend to continue their studies to seek other 
employment opportunities in more developed areas. However, their Shenzhen 
counterparts, who are rich in job opportunities, tend to prefer to work after graduation. 
Cultural Capital and its Impact on Students’ Employment 
Cultural capital plays an important role in the early career conscious cultivation. 
In this study, children from the middle-class family background, who are rich in 
cultural capital, often identified their career interests before attending a university. 
Cultural capital can be classified as objectified state, embodied state and 
institutionalized state, according to Bourdieu’s argument 35. Embodied cultural capital 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
35 See more at the literature chapter.  
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and objectified cultural capital work better. Embodied cultural capital refers to the 
knowledge and quality associated with individuals through educational activities, such 
as educational aspirations of parents and communication between parents. Editha Gu’s 
example is a good illustration of how the embodied cultural capital works.  
Her mother used to be a secondary teacher who transferred to the insurance 
industry to make more money. Although she earned much money, she often revealed 
her nostalgia of being a teacher. This ‘nostalgic feeling’ influenced Editha from her 
young age and made her feel that: 
 ‘The sense of accomplishment in engaging in a job you desire is much more 
meaningful than that which provides higher income.’ (Editha Gu, age 29, Lanzhou) 
In her case, her mother’s frequent nostalgia of being a teacher is a good example 
of embodied cultural capital to show her parents occupational aspirations. Editha Gu 
developed her sense of ideal job by observing and interacting with them.  
Objectified cultural capital is also important in formulating one’s career 
identification, which refers to the objectified cultural products such as books and 
laboratories. In Jong Kai’s period, computers are introduced but not every family could 
afford them. However, his father bought a computer when he was very young, and 
provided a good opportunity for him to identify his career interest. 
Many studies focus on the differences in cultural practices between privileged 
parents and their working-class counterparts (Lareau 2011, Liu 2014). For example, 
the findings show that in children’s early stages, middle-class parents have already 
used the following approaches to cultivate children’s career interests. These 
approaches include specialty cultivation, second language training and communication 
skill improvement (Liu 2014). These methods are useful in helping these middle class 
offspring obtain jobs in urban China.   
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These approaches are visible and conscious in terms of middle class cultivation. 
However, the findings of this chapter show that the parental impact of students’ good 
job construction can be unconscious, hidden and invisible. This influence can be the 
mother’s occasional expressions, tone and looks. It can also be the mothers’ self-talk. 
However, it has already stimulated young Editha Gu to think about what and how she 
would make decisions if she were in her mother’s situation.  
This hidden acquisition of cultural capital at home is consistent with Bourdieu’s 
argument. He suggested that this process is usually unconscious, time-consuming and 
energy demanding. Moreover, freedom in terms of time and money is quite important 
(Bourdieu 1977, Bourdieu 1986). 
Why Schools Fail to Cultivate Children’s Career Consciousness? 
 The most important question in this chapter is to understand why schools fail in 
cultivating the children’s career interests. Bourdieu argued that the family is the main 
source of cultural capital; this acquired capital could further stimulate children to 
possess career cognition and exploration. Students from middle and upper-class 
families tend to inherit this cultural capital from home (Bourdieu 1973, Bourdieu 
1986).  
However, based on cultural mobility theory, DiMaggio argued that the expansion 
of transportation and media coverage, the influence of urbanisation and educational 
expansion, the social interactions among people are no longer confined to a small-scale 
identity groups due to the development of domestic and foreign markets. Thus, people 
could expand their social networks. They could acquire cultural capital, which cannot 
be obtained from their family. Schools are important for their cultural capital 
acquisition. Children from the lower tier family background could gradually acquire 
cultural capital from schools, thereby achieving upward social mobility (DiMaggio 
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1982, DiMaggio & Mohr 1985). 
DiMaggio’s theory suggests that schools could replace families as an important 
institution to promote the acquisition of students’ cultural capital given that China 
undergoes rapid urbanisation process and the enrolment rate of basic education is close 
to 100% (Guthrie 2012). 
 To answer this question, we must analyse the features of Chinese basic education. 
Generally, almost everything in Chinese basic education serves as an examination from 
the primary entrance examination to college entrance examination. This examination-
oriented education system requires students to work hard for higher scores and the 
instructors help the students to obtain higher scores. Although the quality education 
(Suzhi education or quality education) reform in recent years has advocated the 
comprehensive development of students’ ability, and not only focus on students’ scores, 
the situation did not change significantly. The basis of colleges in selecting their 
potential students did not change. Students are still required to take the college 
examination and those who achieve higher scores are admitted.  
The possibility of students attending universities is not dependent on their college 
entrance examination scores. Therefore, in this case, examination-oriented education 
is still the most efficient approach to prepare for the exam. When the entire basic 
education system serves the college entrance examination scores, the role of school, 
which should have been an important institution for student socialisation, is largely 
limited. Schools are only concerned about the enrolment rates and do not motivate or 
enlighten students’ ideas towards their future employment. Students become busy in 
preparing for the exams. 
Thus, the only purpose of many young Chinese people includes working hard, 
achieving high scores and attending universities. This case is particular to those who 
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want to be enrolled in universities. They believe that attending college that dream of 
is not the means to lead a better life, but their solitary goal before college. 
  ‘I devote myself to learning before college, and attending a good university is my 
solitary goal.’ (Alisa Ma, age 24, Lanzhou) 
  ‘All I did before college was to study hard and achieve a high score and then attend 
a good university.’ (Jack Bin, age 31, Lanzhou) 
‘Honestly, I did not think that much before college. This type of issue (job) is 
extremely insignificant for me.’ (Hui Long, age 25, Lanzhou) 
The concept of education of the majority of families seems inappropriate. Families 
have reached some sort of consensus with schools that work together to do whatever 
they could to ensure that students could achieve higher marks in their examinations. 
To enable the children to concentrate on their studies, parents assist them by not letting 
them participate in any other activities, except those related to studies.  
‘My parents want me to concentrate on my studies and do many things for me.’ 
(Maria Chun, age 23, Shenzhen) 
  ‘My parents know the value of knowledge, although they do not have much. They 
work hard to earn money and I work hard to study well.’ (James Qiang, age 29, 
Shenzhen) 
  ‘All I need to do before college is study hard. I spent almost all my spare time 
studying and I did not assume house chores during that time.’ (Liberal Wang, age 25, 
Lanzhou) 
Before college, these children lived at the vacuum, which has been jointly created 
by schools and their families. The main purpose of this man-made vacuum is to ask 
them to study hard. They do not have time to communicate with the outside world and 
to develop their own interest. The plot between school and family has alienated 
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students into the tools of examination.  
Moreover, this alienation has become increasingly evident given with the basic 
education reform shifting from examination-oriented to quality-oriented (Suzhi 
discourse) and the intensified competition to attend the key primary school and key 
secondary school. Although no one has even the slightest idea of the quality-oriented 
concept (Suzhi discourse), its component, almost all the families including the 
working-class family, strive to perform better in this race. Ideas such as ‘you cannot 
lose at the starting line,’ ‘poverty shall not impoverish education,’ ‘adversity shall not 
embitter children’ and ‘knowledge could change one’s fate’ are popular among 
Chinese.  
 These students have no idea of their majors after senior school because they lack 
the ability to think and time to ponder on their future. 
The destiny of the majority of Chinese students is decided by the college entrance 
examination. This examination is almost the only way to assess the performance of 
students and teachers. Good performance in this examination is highly associated with 
the students’ future and the reputation of the teachers and schools. Thus, teachers do 
not take the risks to change the traditional teaching-oriented model, which is effective 
in preparing for the examinations (Yu and Wang, 2009).  
Achieving high scores and attending good universities has become the primary 
goal or even the only goal of students and teachers. Students were busy preparing for 
the examinations and had no time to plan their future jobs. Hence, students in this 
empirical study did not know what they were going to do and which major they would 
choose in college.  
Therefore, we could assume that almost all students in China are busy preparing 
and they do not have the time to consider their own career interest due to the nature of 
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the college entrance examination. This scenario could help us better understand why 
DiMaggio’s cultural mobility theory fails in the Chinese context. 
The centralised basic education system still exists. The power of the central 
government remains intact even though some provinces could prepare textbooks and 
college examination tests for their own citizens. All provinces, including those which 
could prepare the examination papers on their own, need to follow the Unified 
Examination Outline (kaoshi dagang) issued by the Ministry of Education. In this 
outline, the objectives of the examination and the detailed examination contents, such 
as items that can and cannot be tested, were stipulated clearly. Even when some 
provinces could prepare the examination materials, they still need to obey the rules 
stipulated by the central government. 
Importance of Internship 
Higher education institutions are required to respond to the improvement of 
student skills for work transition due to the increasing difficulty of college graduates 
in seeking their jobs. Internship is an important approach for associating academic 
knowledge with practices and enhancing student employability before graduation. 
Therefore, this approach is highly encouraged as one of the effective institutional 
mechanism of work-related learning strategies (O’Connor & Bodicoat 2017, Silva et 
al 2018, Silva et al 2016, Smith & Worsfold 2015, Teichler 2009, Tomlinson 2008, 
Wilton 2012). 
Although the scholars have realised the importance of internships, the most urgent 
question is what types of internship opportunities are crucial. In other words, the 
importance of internship in students’ job hunting process needs further empirical 
studies, especially when we consider the characteristics of internships (Klein & Weiss 
2011, O’Connor & Bodicoat 2017, Wilton 2012). For example, they found that not all 
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the internship experiences are valued by participants. Some students valued internship 
opportunities, such as paid internship, and assumed that these types of internships 
enhance their employability skills. However, other students did not value the internship 
such as the unpaid internship and regard it as exploitative and worthless (O’Connor & 
Bodicoat 2017). 
 Scholarships based on the nature of internships on the graduate employment 
mainly discuss the role of mandatory or facultative impact (Klein & Weiss 2011, 
O’Connor & Bodicoat 2017, Silva et al 2018, Thiel & Hartley 1997). They present 
contradictory results. For example, some argue that the mandatory internship has 
negative consequences on the graduate employment given that their obligation reduces 
the inborn motivation of these students and may trigger the opposing emotions 
associated with the internship (Klein & Weiss 2011, Silva et al 2018). However, others 
assume that internship enhances ties between higher education institutions and 
industries and could provide the signal for universities to know more about the labour 
market expectations; thus, they adjust their courses accordingly (Thiel & Hartley 1997). 
The findings of the present study echo that of the previous studies to some extent, 
which suggest that not all internships could contribute to the graduates’ employability 
skills. However, it does not indicate that the compulsory internships are necessarily 
bad. In China, all universities are required to provide students with internship 
opportunities. The findings in this chapter indicate that only those high-quality 
internship opportunities are likely to promote students’ employability and thus 
facilitate their employment, even though they are mandatory internships. 
Economically advanced areas could also provide graduates with much more internship 
opportunities and students could seek and obtain them according to their willingness. 
Internship opportunity is often in the city, where the university is located. 
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Therefore, internship opportunity in the host city is a very important analytical 
dimension. The following section identifies two comprehensive universities in 
Lanzhou and Guangzhou and compares the internship information posted on their 
websites for student application. 
This section focuses on the following three dimensions for the comparison: the 
number of internship opportunity, the nature of the internship companies and the 
internship location. The place of internship is assumed to be important and could 
reflect one city’s economic structure and whether or not it could provide more 
opportunities for students. If the students need to move to a third location for internship, 
more time and money will be consumed. Thus, not all the students prefer to move to a 
third location for internship. If the students perform an internship at the place, where 
their university lies, then they could live in their dormitory, the cost of which is much 
less than renting an apartment. 
 Firstly, this study compares comprehensive universities A and B in Guangzhou 
and Lanzhou. Internship information in University A in Guangzhou can only be traced 
since April 2016. Hence, only similar periods of these two universities are compared. 
The internship information posted on the website has the following features. Firstly, 
all internship companies are located in Guangzhou; either the company is in 
Guangzhou or the company has branches in Guangzhou. Thus, students are not 
required to go to a third location for internship. However, the situation is quite different 
for its Lanzhou counterparts. Except for a few internship opportunities such as Xinhua 
News Agency, the China Economic Information Service, Gansu Economic research 
centre and a securities company. Others are at a third location. Thus, students are 
required to move to another place for the internship. This comparison shows the 
diversification of Guangzhou’s economic structure, which could provide more local 
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internship opportunities for its college students compared with Lanzhou.  
Secondly, 708 job information were posted on University A’s website in this 
observed period. However, only 64 information of internship opportunity were 
available in University B in Lanzhou. The nature of internship organisations in 
Guangzhou includes not only the state-owned enterprises, such as the Institute of 
Guangzhou City Planning and Design, but also the non-state-owned enterprises, such 
as Microsoft China Ltd., South New Media Development Company and other start-up 
companies. Their Lanzhou counterparts have opportunities at small- and medium-
sized private companies. In other words, no internship opportunities are available 
locally for the Lanzhou students at the public sectors.  
The comparison shows that students in Lanzhou cannot easily obtain local 
internship opportunity. The internships provided by the university in Lanzhou are 
mainly located at the other locations, such as in large cities in China. Unless students 
move to a third location for their internship, they cannot easily obtain a local internship 
opportunity. Is it possible for them to conduct their internship in other locations by 
depending solely on the wages paid by the company? The answer to this question is 
no. For example, a high-tech company is located in the central Shenzhen and pays 
2,500 RMB per month. However, the cheapest rental price in Shenzhen is 
approximately 1,600 RMB. If the interns move to Shenzhen, rent the cheapest price 
room and accept internship, then they still need to spend at least one and half hours to 
commute for work. The ticket probably costs 400 RMB per month. The remaining pay 
of an intern is 500 RMB per month or an equivalent of less than 20 RMB per day. 
However, if students from Shenzhen University accept a local internship, then they 
could live in the dormitory and eat in the canteen. Thus, they could save more money 
given that he is paid the same amount of 2,500 RMB per month. 
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This comparison shows that the institutional arrangements in Lanzhou and 
Guangzhou are slightly different. Unlike its Guangzhou counterpart, the economic 
structure in Lanzhou is not sufficiently diverse to provide large numbers of internship 
opportunity to college students in the area. Therefore, many students in Lanzhou did 
not construct their good job image before their graduation. However, scholars argue 
that internship could improve the graduate employability and paid internship and 
compulsory internship, but the findings seem to go beyond this argument, especially 
the dual opposition between compulsory and non-compulsory internship. 
Difference in Local Cultures 
 The second half of this chapter mentioned a lot about differences in cultural values 
between Shenzhen and Lanzhou and in session, I would like to put them into the wider 
cultural background and discuss them from the historical perspective.  
Northern and southern part of China is divided by the Qinling-Huaihe River and 
this classification is not only the boundary of natural geography, but also the boundary 
of historical humanities and that of economic development(Tong 1994). This part 
mainly focuses on the historical and economic development dimension. In the Chinese 
history, the capital cities of various dynasties were all located in the northern China. 
In the pre-Qin Dynasty, Xia, Shang and Zhou in particular, all the capitals were situated 
in the northern region. Even in the dynasty, like Eastern Jin and Southern Song, the 
capital of which were in the southern part, and the main reason for this was also due 
to the wars. It was war that made them to establish their capitals in the southern part 
of China. In other words, almost all the capital cities of various dynasties in Chinese 
history were located in the northern part of China. Therefore, the differences between 
northern and southern part of China can be vividly called as ‘Imperial China and its 
Southern Neighbours’(Mair & Kelley 2015).  
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In the late Qing Dynasty, western powers invaded China. It truly caused a lot of 
damage, but it fostered the exchanges between China and the western world(Twitchett 
et al 1978). The southern part of China in general, the coastal areas in particular, was 
the frontier of such exchanges, and the important commercial affair was basically in 
the southern part of China(Tong 1994). Under such circumstances, the southerners’ 
vision and knowledge about the world were much more than its northern counterparts. 
The western science and culture was further introduced to these coastal areas, and these 
regions became the leaders in the economic and cultural fronts of China(Tong 1994). 
After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the center government 
initiated the three-line construction programme(Zhang 2001). This program focused 
on the defense and heavy industry establishment. It selected some provinces of China 
to strategically develop these industries and these provinces were usually located in 
the northern part of China. These provinces had a rapid development in this program 
and the economic development of Gansu benefited a lot from it. Its total GDP once got 
higher ranks in the country and it could be seen that Chinese economy in this period 
was still highly planned oriented and bureaucratic arrangement was its obvious 
characteristics.  
In November 1978, Xiaogang Village of Fengyang County, Anhui Province 
implemented the household contract responsibility system of “dividing the land to each 
household and making them self-financing”, marking the beginning of Chinese 
economic reform and open up. In 1992, Deng’s southern talk further accelerated the 
pace of market reform. The reform and opening up enabled China to rapidly develop. 
China’s average annual growth rate of per capital GDP was 9.7% in the 1980s and 10% 
in the 1990s(Zhang & Zou 2012). The industry layout usually has the following 
features: the heavy industry is usually located in the northern part of China and the 
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government usually steps into it; the light industry is usually situated in the southern 
areas and individual economy and private economy usually steps into it. 
However, regional inequality enlarges simultaneously. Coastal regions develop 
better than their interior region counterparts. Policy preference widened the regional 
inequality, with certain coastal regions such as Guangdong and Jiangsu developed 
rapidly as interior areas lagged behind(Zhang & Zou 2012). This finding is especially 
the case for the goal of the socialist market economy established after Xiaoping Deng’s 
southern tour speech.  
Among the modern Chinese scholars, the first one to notice the difference in the 
civilization between the northern China and the southern one was Qichao Liang. His 
basic view was that the civilizations of these two regions are independent development. 
In 1912, Sun Yat-Sen further elaborated this point and argued that “The revolution 
originated in the southern China, and the influence in the northern part of China is 
small. Because of this, all the old ideas of northern China have not been wiped out. 
The northern China is like an old calendar, the southern part is like a new one”(Tong 
1994). 
In summary, from the brief historical overview, we could see that compared to 
southern part of China, the northern one is usually associated with political power in 
general, bureaucratic character in particular; the southern one is usually associated 
with commercial atmosphere. Therefore, the long-term exposure to the political 
atmosphere, the ideas such as hereditary, planned economy and hierarchical concepts 
prevail; in contrast, the commercial culture is very popular in the southern part of 
China.  
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6.6 Conclusion  
This chapter addresses the second research question and finds that for the majority 
of students, their preferred job construction began after they attended the universities. 
In this case, the findings suggest that the quality of internship itself is more important, 
even if it is mandatory in nature. In this regard, the discussions about internship 
opportunity provision should go beyond higher education institutions and the political 
agendas of many governments when designing cities and distributing the economic 
sector market opportunities or the institutional arrangements. For a few students, 
coming from the families that are rich in cultural capital, they tend to have their 
preferred job image before the university. They could also carve out their own 
destination initially after attending the universities. The next chapter presents how 
individuals in these two areas respond to different institutional arrangements and 
acquire their preferred jobs and the results. 
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Chapter 7 Good Job Attainment 
7.1 Introduction 
 The previous two chapters focused on the construction of good jobs. Chapter five 
explored the aspects of good jobs among graduates seeking employment in the two 
areas. Chapter Six discussed the means through which good jobs are constructed.  
 Based on the previous discussions, this chapter mainly focuses on how graduates 
acquire a good job and its outcomes. Although graduates in these two areas usually 
have different views on good jobs and tend to use different approaches to obtain them, 
we could still classify the resources that they use into two groups: human capital, 
which refers to the properties of individuals and shown as college education, and social 
capital, denoting the connections among individuals and shown as strong (bonding 
capital) and weak ties (bridging capital)36.  
7.2 To Get a Good Job, People in Lanzhou Need Strong Ties 
Previous empirical studies have shown that the intrasystem sectors have an 
occupational intergenerational transmission. Children from intrasystem families are 
more likely to obtain intrasystem sector work than their counterparts. This kind of 
transmission is also independent of the department. No cross-intergenerational 
transmission exists among the government, public institutions and state-owned 
enterprises. The impact of social original plays a greater role than education (Liu & 
Ma 2016a, Liu & Ma 2016b). In addition, strong ties is key to obtaining a job in the 
intrasystem sector(Bian 1997, Bian 2002, Bian & Huang 2015). 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? See more in Chapter Two: literature overview.  
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Harlan Tong’s experience is a good example to support these quantitative findings. 
Tong is an excellent overseas returnee with a master’s degree in science and 
engineering. Tong worked in a first-class laboratory and conducted cutting edge 
research in his field of expertise during his master’s period. Moreover, the field of 
Tong’s research suited his first job requirements well. Under this background, I assume 
that Tong can obtain a job with his own excellent human capital.  
Interviewer: Can we talk about the process of you getting this job? How did you 
get this job? 
   Harlan Tong: I submitted my resume. 
 Interviewer: Where did you submit the resume? How did you know about the 
recruitment information? 
   Harlan Tong?I obtained the information via the Internet.  
Interviewer: And then? 
   Harlan Tong: Then you just have to try, submit the resume and then succeed. 
   Interviewer: May I ask if anyone in your family helped you get this job? 
   Harlan Tong: Well, frankly speaking, one of the leaders in our work unit is my 
father’s classmate. 
   Interviewer: Well, I get it. The leader knew that you submitted the resume to them 
in advance, right? 
Harlan Tong?Yes.  
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Interviewer: It becomes very interesting. On the one hand, according to your 
background and internship experience, I think you could get this job by your excellent 
human capital. On the other hand, your family’s relationship seems to play an 
important role in finding this job. How can I understand the relationship between the 
two? 
   Harlan Tong: To be exact, my family’s social network has played a decisive role 
in this process. It is very difficult to have a ‘bianzhi’(??)  these days due to limited 
quota. However, as far as I know, in my work unit, those who have a ‘bianzhi’ are all 
relying on the help from their parents.  
This dialogue is introspective. Based on Tong’s learning background and quality 
of study, he is competitive: he is an overseas returnee with a master’s degree in science 
and engineering. Tong carried out cutting edge research, which also suited his first job. 
According to human capital theory, such people could obtain a primary job entirely by 
virtue of their own human capital. However, the reality is more complex, and Tong 
agrees that the importance of social networks helped him land his first job and that the 
leader of the work unit he applied to is his father’s classmate increased his chance of 
success. Otherwise, Tong only could be enrolled via the Personnel Agency System or 
an employee without bianzhi. 
Jerry Nei’s college internship experience also illustrates the importance of family 
social network. Nei used his family social networks to obtain internships.  
‘When I was in college, my relatives helped me find several internships. I did an 
internship in the National Intellectual Property Office and our Local National 
Development and Reform Commission and the Finance Bureau.’ (Jerry Nei, 28 years 
old) 
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The phrase, ‘my relatives helped me find several internships’, indicates the impact 
of a family’s social network on one’s internship in the intrasystem. Students without 
similar social networks find it difficult to carry out an internship in the intrasystem 
sectors. These two examples show that strong ties play a key role in obtaining a job 
opportunity in the intrasystem (including internships). Strong ties in the empirical data 
are mostly from families. 
7.2.1 ‘It’s Like Running a Race at Another Starting Line’ 
Liberal Wang comes from a middle-class family background, and she majored in 
accounting. She chose this major mainly because someone in her family is in this line 
of work. During Wang’s senior year, she intended to stay in Xi’an, but failed to pass a 
Xi’an bank exam. Finally, Wang decided to return to Lanzhou and find a job in a bank 
with her family’s social network. 
‘In the year when I was employed, the total number of official recruitment in our 
work unit was only 120. After the written test, about 1,000 people went into the 
interview, 80% of whom replied on their families’guanxi to enter the second round. It 
is like running a race at another starting line and those who have a special social 
network could attend this special event…’(Liberal Wang, 25 years old) 
‘Running a race at another starting line’ captures the essence of this job procuring 
process. The process shows the public that the whole process is fair because all the 
candidates were required to take the examinations. Those who failed in the 
examination were not qualified and their human capital storage cannot meet the 
requirements of the potential company. However, as the participant mentioned, based 
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on her observations 37 , only those with strong social networks usually pass the 
examination. Nevertheless, passing the examination does not mean that everyone 
could get the position. Just as the research participant mentioned,  
‘First you must be sure you could pass the examination and if you could not do 
that, you lose the chance for your guanxi to work. 80% of the students who passed the 
written test had guanxi. In the interview process, only those with strong guanxi could 
achieve it–for example, several students are the relatives of certain provincial leaders. 
In this case, those students held the strongest connections’. (Liberal Wang, 25 years 
old) 
 As a Chinese saying states, ‘There is no best, only better better’ (zhiyou genghao, 
meiyou zuihao). In this case, to obtain work in the public sector, particularly the 
intrasystem, no strong ties could guarantee one’s success. Stronger ties always exist, 
and they work better than just strong ties. 
7.2.2 ‘I Was Just Like a Companion’ 
By contrast, those born in working-class families usually could not receive such 
kind of help from their families and because of this, they often use alternative ways. 
 ‘Generally speaking, sending gifts in advance is a must. People will help you if 
they are satisfied with your gifts. During the whole process, I almost spent 50,000 
yuan.’ (Evan Hui, 35 years old) 
 ‘To be frank, to get the job, money is necessary and you also need to know the 
goal keeper. Having money only does not work. You have to give the money to the 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
37 Actually, she had strong ties and succeeded in passing the written test and oral interviews, and finally got the 
job. 
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people who have the decision-making power. How to know such kind of people? You 
have to rely on other people’s recommendation. You have to send gifts through the 
whole process.’ (Edison Dai, 34 years old) 
 ‘...And in the status quo, people dare not receive money. You have to learn to 
establish a relationship in other ways. For example, you could buy gifts for their family 
members. In my case, I bought an expensive LV bag for his wife’. (Betty Jin, 30 years 
old) 
The use of their own economic capital to exchange other people’s social capital, 
especially guanxi, to help them obtain a good job is an important strategy that young 
people employ in Lanzhou. This is especially the case for those whose families could 
not provide them with social network resources. The capital interchange in my case 
echoes Bourdieu’s theory of capitals, that is, economic capital could easily be 
transformed to other capitals. However, such theory does not guarantee that the capital 
could be successfully transformed every time.  
In my case, the strategies that working-class graduates employ is to send a gift or 
even money to the referees or goal keepers first and then after their introduction, 
contact the powerful people who could make the final decision. Thus, during the 
guanxi operation process, graduates are focused on pleasing goal keepers and then 
depending on the social connections of the goal keepers, further contact powerful 
people. However, previous examples, Harlan Tong and Jerry Nei in particular, directly 
contacted the powerful or the decision-making people. Thus, in their case, the goal 
keepers are their family members. 
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Figure 7. 1 The connections between graduates from different social backgrounds and 
people who could help them to acquire a good job 
Data Source: Author’s Own Observation 
 
The framework above shows the guanxi operation process of these two groups in 
the empirical data. Whether goal keepers strive to obtain connections with powerful 
people is the key issue than whether working-class graduates could get intrasystem 
jobs. Unfortunately, in the study’s empirical cases, these students did not obtain 
intrasystem jobs, although they sent goalkeepers gifts or money. This finding could be 
attributed to the people that goal keepers attempted to connect with were not the most 
powerful people in the final decision-making process. Owing to the nature of 
bureaucracy jobs, people who are more powerful could negate decisions from below 
and arrange with people they have social networks with, which is why graduates in the 
case failed to obtain intrasystem sector jobs. Thus, two of the ‘powerful people38’ in 
my previous framework are not the same. The powerful people in the working-class 
graduates do not have the decisive role as their counterparts in the middle-class case, 
echoing my previous comments: ‘Stronger ties always exists and work much better 
than the strong ties’. 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
38 In the bureaucracy system, that who is more powerful is a relative concept. Due to the nature of the system, we 
could only say that people whose bureaucracy position is higher have more power. Only when one finds people at 
the top of the bureaucratic pyramid and ask them for help could the final results be maintained. Otherwise, the final 
decision could be negated anyway. For example, in my empirical data, many working-class graduates say that by 
way of finding the powerful people, they have acquired the intrasystem sectors jobs at first, but then the decision 
made before became invalid, for people who is much more powerful have appointed another candidate. We can 
image that if people who is the most powerful also have a third candidate, then the decision would be made again. 
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In this case, most of the potential employees with working-class family 
backgrounds failed to build their good image job, particularly the public sector and 
intrasystem jobs. The subjects expressed their views on this painful experience.  
‘In the whole process, I was like a companion, ‘just a modal show,’ ‘black box 
operation’ and ‘lots of falsification.’ (Evan Hui, 35 years old) 
‘A good post is decided at the higher level.’ (Edison Dai, 34 years old) 
‘I just take a chance... those who have a relationship speak in different tones. They 
are confident with words, showing a firm look.’ (Alisa Ma, 24 years old) 
‘...All the restrictions are designed only for ordinary people. If you have guanxi, 
then these restrictions do not exist’. (Esther Qian, 24 years old) 
The unfair experiences of these students were also confirmed by retired people 
who once worked in intrasystem sectors.  
 ‘...For those from a working-class family background, it is more difficult for them 
to be enrolled in intrasystem jobs. This is especially the case for those who seek 
employment in state-owned enterprises because the bosses had the final say. If you 
have a social network with him, then I am sure you have a higher chance of getting the 
job...’(Hebe Bo, 50+ years old) 
Furthermore, Bo also confirmed that students from a working-class background 
find it difficult to find intrasystem jobs in Lanzhou.  
   ‘This opportunity (refers to the opportunity that working-class background 
students achieve social mobility) exists; however, this study observes that more 
opportunities exist in Beijing, Shanghai and Guangdong where an individual’s ability 
is more appreciated. However, in certain second- and third-tier cities, such as Lanzhou, 
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people usually pay more attention to guanxi operations. Working class students find it 
almost impossible to obtain a job in the intrasystem, which is why certain excellent 
people stay in Beijing, Shanghai and Guangdong. Such cities have more room for 
people to achieve social mobility and individual ability is more appreciated in these 
cities’. (Hebe Bo, 50+ years old) 
7.3 By Investing in Employability Enhancement, Graduates in Shenzhen Obtain 
Their First Job 
By contrast, graduates opting to work in Shenzhen pay more attention to personal 
employability enhancement. These graduates choose to invest in their own ability to 
cope with this ever-changing world. 
‘I am not tall enough and because of this, I know I cannot work as a policeman 
like my other classmates. Thus, when my classmates were preparing for the civil 
service examination, I was aiming to be a shorthand typist. In my time, a large number 
of shorthand typists were needed in economic-advanced areas, such as Beijing, 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen. However, the road to becoming a typist is boring because 
you need to sit on the chair, listen to the tape carefully and simultaneously write down 
what you hear. You need to practice like this for more than 10 hours every day, for at 
least 6 months. People suffer and because of this, only a few people in my school have 
succeeded. I am an exception. In my junior academic year, I bought a tape recorder 
and practiced with it for the whole academic year. I was the first student to successfully 
become a shorthand typist’. (Hobart Fen, 27 years old) 
 ‘When I was at the university, I made a plan for myself. Each year, I would learn 
and master a technique and then try to get certificates. Before I graduated, I 
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successfully got the IBM professional certification. It enhances my competitiveness 
for my successful employment’. (Jong Kai, 30 years old)  
In the minds of these graduates, they believe that people could achieve good 
results as long as they work hard.  
‘I think the distribution of employment results is also normal. Even if getting jobs 
is increasingly difficult these days, jobs are still waiting for talented people. Hard work 
is the only way leading to excellence’. (Belle Ye, 26 years old) 
Under the influence of these values, most of these graduates strove to improve 
their human capital through education. Based on educational performance, the 
graduates attempted to obtain the job they wanted most. In this context, by hard work, 
students from working-and middle-class family backgrounds could obtain numerous 
opportunities and their life opportunities could be enriched.  
 The students in these two areas used two ways to obtain their ideal jobs. Most of 
the graduates in Lanzhou employed the guanxi operation to get a job in the intrasystem 
sectors. Most of the characteristics in this type of work is occupational 
intergenerational transmission; graduates whose parents are working in the intrasystem 
are likely to land the job. Another characteristic of this job is the impact of strong ties. 
Owing to these features, graduates of Lanzhou are keen on guanxi operation. By 
contrast, graduates who seek jobs in Shenzhen believe in the meritocratic viewpoint, 
that is, as long as one’s work performance is good enough, they could land their ideal 
job. Therefore, many people work hard to improve their employability. The empirical 
data indicate that those from working-class families could also achieve the same good 
results as their middle-class counterparts. 
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7.3.1 Recruitment Structure Makes it Possible for People to Use Strategies 
 College students are recruited twice a year in China: one in the autumn called the 
autumn recruitment, which lasts from September to December with October being the 
busiest. The other is in the spring, which lasts from March to early May. The 
recruitment time in spring is shorter than that in the autumn. The main differences 
between spring and autumn recruitment are presented in the following table: 
 Table 4.1 (p.83) shows that student recruitment season has its structures. 
Compared with Western cities, coastal cities usually have various industrial relations 
and could provide students with many opportunities to use their strategic plan 
accordingly. Bob Sen’s experience is a typical case. Sen majored in accounting but his 
dream job is to work at the entrepreneurial or innovative companies which could 
achieve individual values the most in his eyes. To land the job, Sen employed specific 
strategies. 
 ‘I noticed that the timing of enrolment by different types of companies was regular. 
Internet companies such as Ali, Tencent and Ctrip were first. I applied for the 
management trainee posts in these enterprises, but unfortunately, I failed. Then, bank- 
and state-owned enterprises and large private enterprises came to my school, and I 
applied for the positions that matched well with my major. I did not apply for a position 
in the bank because I did not want to be a teller. By the end of the second wave of the 
recruitment, I received several offers. In the spring round of the recruitment, a start-up 
company came to my school and I was interested in the management trainee position 
they offered. I applied for it and after several rounds of interviews, I got it.’ (Bob Sen, 
27 years old) 
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 The structure of university recruitment makes it possible for graduates to use 
strategies to hunt for jobs. When analysing the job hunting experience of these 
graduates, they used two types of terms to describe the strategies. The first one is the 
minimum-guaranteed offer, which means that the offer could ensure them jobs and that 
they are not likely to become jobless after graduation. The second one is the dream 
offer, which refers to the jobs that the applicants are eager to have. The job hunting 
experience of Bob Sen and Kevin Yan are typical examples of these two terms. The 
position that matches his major and work as an accountant are Bob’s minimum-
guaranteed offer. Similarly, working in Lanzhou’s television station is Kevin Yan’s 
minimum-guaranteed offer. Simultaneously, graduates are also hunting for their ideal 
jobs due to the many available opportunities. Bob Sen wanted to work at sectors which 
could help him achieve his potential and because of this, he applied and eventually 
accepted an offer for a management trainee post. Similarly, Kevin Yan wanted to work 
in China’s top-tier television station and to achieve this, he did an internship at 
Zhejiang Television Station39. Due to Yan’s hard work, he eventually landed his dream 
job. 
 By contrast, due to the economic poor in terms of industrial relations and job 
opportunities, few graduates in Lanzhou could use this structure opportunity to hunt 
for jobs. For these students, the recruitment structure constrains their choices, for they 
only compete for the intrasystem sector jobs and take almost no interest in extrasystem 
jobs. In this regard, to not become jobless after graduation, the students usually settle 
for an extrasystem job as their minimum-guaranteed offer, but at the same time, their 
dream job will always be in the intrasystem. 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
39 Zhejiang Television Station is one of China’s top five television stations. 
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7.4 Discussions  
 This chapter aims to clarify the approaches that job seekers use in Lanzhou and 
Shenzhen to land their preferred jobs and results. The chapter determines that job 
seekers in Lanzhou usually turn to strong ties to acquire their good jobs, that is, public 
sector jobs in general and intrasystem jobs with Bianzhi in particular. The competition 
for the intrasystem sector jobs is intense. Students with various social backgrounds 
usually need to compete with one another. Under this background, those from a 
working-class family background find it difficult to obtain a job: they neither have 
family-based strong ties to turn to nor the resources to mobilise for landing the 
intrasytem sector jobs, which may be ineffective. The chapter also determines that 
strong ties do not achieve the desired results every time and that sometimes stronger 
ties may be necessary. Human capital serves as a prerequisite. However, the Shenzhen 
counterparts of these students usually use weak ties to obtain job information, which 
is not confined only to these people. Thus, people without social ties could also obtain 
information in other ways, such as the Internet. The human capital that these students 
hold played a decisive role, and the majority of students considered ways to further 
improve their employability when job positions value the skills and knowledge of the 
graduates more. 
Strong or Weak Ties: Which Works in Transitional China?  
This chapter also responds to theoretical discussions on social capital. The impact 
of social capital on occupational attainment in the Chinese context is often debated. 
Several empirical studies have determined that social capital always works before and 
after the economic reform period in helping people obtain jobs(Bian 1994a, Bian 
1994b, Bian 1994c, Bian 1997, Bian 2002, Bian 2004, Bian 2007, Bian & Huang 2015). 
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Although certain studies have shown that social capital minimally influence job 
searches in the 1990s and early 2000s, when the non-state sector began to work 
effectively in the labour market and public sectors needed to experience the tight 
budget constraints, which increasingly turned into a profit-driven, economically 
calculating and rationalised, social capital still functions due to the transitional China 
has lots of institutional holes(Guthrie 1998, Guthrie 2002, Hanser 2002, Huang 2008). 
 Huang used in-depth interview methods among college graduate job seekers in 
Shenzhen and determined that personal networks, especially strong ties, have limited 
access to useful information; instead, their human capital matters most in acquiring 
their first job (Huang 2008). The research findings of this chapter also agree with this 
argument to a certain extent. Currently, strong ties may still work in certain situations. 
For example, Harlan Tong explained that people with strong human capital could be 
admitted to his public-sector company; however, those that could obtain a bianzhi 
simultaneously is another issue. The bianzhi holders may benefit from strong ties. 
However, due to the sample size, this study only presents this finding, and thus, further 
analysis is necessary to determine the result.  
 As Bian argued, favoritism is the underlying logic of guanxi in the job assignment 
regime in China (Bian 1997). However, in the Western context, such as the US, weak 
ties, characterised by infrequent interaction and low intimacy transmit non-redundant 
information about job positions (Granovetter 1983, Granovetter 1995). These two 
explanations of social capital respond well to strong and weak ties and their associated 
resources. Strong ties are often associated with favoritism, whereas weak ties are 
related to information. Strong ties, in the guanxi-as-exchange-network view, is defined 
as ‘particular instrumentalities’ (Walder 1986) or simply ‘strong ties’ (Bian 1997). In 
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the Western context, strong ties could be equated to ‘old boy networks’ (Bian & Zhang 
2014). 
 One of the cultural meanings of guanxi is relational particularism, and  it 
includes kin and pseudo-kin relations at the core of its connections (Lin 2001a). 
Guanxi is similar to what Chinese sociologist and anthropologist Fei described as the 
‘mode of differential associations’ (cha xu ge ju) (Fei et al 1992). In the book, Fei 
argued that individuals establish their egocentric network of close and distant alters 
through repeated sentimental and instrumental exchanges. People tend to shorten 
social distances with rich resources, which modifies and lengthens the social distance 
with poor resource alters.  
 Social capital is the embedded resources mobilised from networks of social 
contacts and relationships (Lin 2001b). Previous studies have explored two kinds of 
network-embedded resources: information and influence (Bian 1997, Granovetter 
1973). Based on this, we could understand why these temporarily established social 
ties used for seeking intrasystem jobs may be invalid. Almost all working-class 
graduates failed to achieve the desired results in their first job acquisition. As Bian 
argued in pre-reformed China, ‘wait-for-assignment’ youths employed strong ties to 
impact job-assigning officials, who in turn gave desirable jobs as favours to directly 
or indirectly connected others (Bian 1997). Similar conclusions could be drawn in the 
reformed period.  
 This chapter also discusses previous analyses on the impact of social capital on 
job acquisition. This qualitative research inspired us to consider that we could not 
analyse generally whether the role of social capital in job acquisition in transitional 
China increases or decreases. By contrast, the results of this paper explain that job 
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acquisition results often depend on the occupational sectors that one wants to be 
engaged in and its location. The qualitative research findings present these informative 
insights for future quantitative work. 
Stronger Ties: How to Measure it?  
 The study also illustrates strong ties as a structural concept, that is, stronger and 
strongest ties always exist. As one of my interviewees in Lanzhou mentioned: 
 ‘Imagine the bank director helps you. If a third one turned to the bank president 
for help, you probably failed. But if the city mayor helped you, that student probably 
failed. It is like a competition’.  (Liberal Wang, 25 years old, Lanzhou) 
 Considering this argument, future studies should measure the ties’ strength based 
on the administrative positions that the job helpers hold in the Chinese administrative 
levels. Currently, China’s administrative system is divided into five levels: provincial, 
prefectural, county, township and village. According to China’s National Civil Service 
Law issued in 2006, the leadership levels are: national-level, national-level deputy, 
provincial-level chief, provincial-level deputy, bureau-level chief, deputy office, 
county-level chief, county-level deputy, township-level chief and township 
department level deputy. 
 When it comes to the measurement of ties’ strength, previous studies have usually 
dealt with the extent of the respondents’ knowledge of their contacts. If the respondents 
knew their contacts well, they are the stronger ties; but, if the respondents knew their 
contacts very well or extremely well, they are the strongest ties. However, this 
qualitative finding indicates that we may measure the ties’ strength based on the 
administrative positions that job helpers hold in the Chinese administrative level; the 
higher the position they hold, the stronger the ties’ strength is. I assume that the 
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measure works because China still maintains a command economy in which the 
communist party continues to play a dominant role in Chinese society, especially in 
recent years (Brodsgaard 2016). 
Human Capital: Small Perceived Impact or Decisive Role?  
 In addition, this paper determines that the time when strong ties works becomes 
subtle. To obtain intrasystem sector jobs, social capital is often associated with human 
capital. For example, two stages of tests should be carried out to obtain a job at the 
bank. Firstly, a standardised written test must be taken. Only those whose score is 
above a certain threshold pass and participate in the second round. Thus, human capital 
decides the outcome of the first round of competition. However, in the second session, 
strong ties are often crucial in the second session, and it is a good response to the 
previous interviewee’s statement, ‘It is like running a race at another starting line.’ In 
this competition, social capital has the final say. 
  The finding of this chapter also elaborates the impact of human capital on job 
acquisition. Initiated in the 1960s, the basic argument of human capital is that 
education drives the marginal productivity of labour and then promotes 
earnings(Becker 1994, Mincer 1958, Schultz 1961). This argument laid a solid 
theoretical foundation for governments worldwide to expand their higher education 
systems and instilled the meritocracy beliefs to individuals that by investing in higher 
education, everyone could achieve social mobility. This argument is more attractive to 
students from a working-class family background. Thus, human capital has 
successfully replaced economic, social and cultural capital, and has become the 
decisive capital in one’s life opportunities (Piketty 2014). 
171 
?
 Simultaneously, the expansion of worldwide higher education has resulted in 
certain unexpected outcomes, and one’s origin of class could also predict one’s 
earnings (Britton et al 2016, Delaney et al 2011). For example, in the UK, students 
from high-income families earn at least 10% more at the median than those from low-
income families when other confounding factors, such as student characteristics, 
institutional type and field of study were controlled (Britton et al 2016). In certain 
cases, family background effect seems the most significant at the top end of the wage 
distribution (Borgen 2015). 
 Another example is the results of this chapter. For students seeking jobs in 
Lanzhou, to obtain their preferred jobs, the role of human capital has become far less 
than that of social capital. As discussed in the previous session, human capital seems 
to be the prerequisite for people to obtain jobs in the intrasystem. Human capital no 
longer plays the decisive role predicted by human capital theory. This change prompts 
the question: how do we understand the small perceived effect of human capital when 
people attempt to obtain intrasystem sector jobs? 
 The most important reason for this minimal effect is the context from which 
human capital is discussed in. This theory utilises concepts such as education, learning, 
productivity and earnings to discuss the relationship between higher education and 
work. However, the worlds of higher education and work are different and 
heterogeneous in nature (Marginson 2017). Although we always study issues such as 
school to work transitions, which may seem to have a connectedness, ‘work and higher 
education are different kinds of social sites, each with its distinctive history, 
requirements, daily practices, subject positions, rhythms and drivers’ (Marginson 
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2017). The two areas have their own logic and structure. They are different and have 
their own logics and rules.  
For example, in transitional China, the intrasystem and extrasystem sectors coexist, 
and each sector has its own rules of the game. One factor works and one sector does 
not necessarily work in the other. The findings on the intergenerational transmission 
of intrasystem sector jobs considerably show that the acquisition of intrasystem jobs 
is highly associated with one’s social origin. The findings also determine that human 
and social capitals are necessary to obtain intrasystem sector jobs. However, the 
empirical findings of this chapter further determined that both capitals work at 
different time and play and in varying roles: human capital works first and is a 
prerequisite, whereas social capital works later and serves a decisive role. Thus, two 
stages of test exist and each test follows different rules. 
‘The degree is not enough for graduates seeking a job’ (Tomlinson 2008), is a 
highly sited paper written by British sociologist Michael Tomlinson a decade before. 
Based on the research about labour market experience on approximately 53 British 
final year undergraduates in a pre-1992 university, Tomlinson determined that‘higher 
education students view themselves to be in a positional competition amongst a 
growing supply of graduates entering the labour market with similar profiles and 
aspirations (p. 59)’, ‘the task facing students is that of gaining a positional advantage 
in a competitive labour market where employers are placing increasingly less emphasis 
on academic credentials’(p. 59). A similar conclusion could also be drawn in the 
Lanzhou context, but unfortunately, strong social ties may matter most in their 
preferred job acquisition, which is most pitiful for students from a working-class 
family background. If these students also constructed the intrasystem sector jobs as 
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their preferred job, then they would find it difficult to obtain their ideal jobs, for they 
either have no family-based social capital to turn to or the temporarily established 
social capital does not work. ‘The advantages of mass higher education have been 
framed in terms of economic efficiency and social justice. While higher education 
might offer some of these students (working class family background) an emancipating 
hand–both culturally and economically–many continue to be excluded from labour 
market opportunity structures’ (p.59). The comments made by Michael in his famous 
paper also work in the Lanzhou context. 
By contrast, the human capital that students seeking jobs in Shenzhen hold seems 
to play a decisive role in their preferred jobs. In most cases, social capital works as an 
information provider, and the information they obtain via their social network could 
also be available to those who do not have social capital. Those who do not have social 
capital to obtain job information could turn to other channels, such as information on 
the websites. 
The reasons for human capital work for Shenzhen job hunters are: the balanced 
economic opportunity between public and non-public sectors provides them with more 
working opportunities, which opens doors equally to public and non-public sectors. 
Human capital matters most in the efficiency-oriented non-public sector, and this 
benefits graduates with large volumes of human capital, which is particularly the case 
for those from a working-class family background. These students could only reply on 
their individual efforts to obtain their preferred jobs. Moreover, the local culture in 
Shenzhen, especially the ratings of talents in their minds, depreciated the value of 
intrasystem jobs. People with high talents are expected to work extrasystem sector jobs. 
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This cultural view also makes the competition in the intrasystem job acquisition less 
intense. 
An interesting comparison could be made on the contents of the talent recruitment 
website in Shenzhen and Lanzhou. On the Shenzhen websites, a special section shows 
information on public sector jobs, such as state-owned enterprises and organisations. 
However, on the Lanzhou job search website, all the information posted are from non-
public sectors. Thus, public sector job information could be found on the job search 
website in Shenzhen, instead of in Lanzhou. 
University rankings and local recruitment information 
Based on the meritocratic perspective, the higher one university ranks, the better 
job outcomes their students could get, for it equates the quality of human capital with 
rankings of universities, and associated the quality of human capital with that of job 
outcomes(Deem 2007). Universities in China are stratified in nature, with 985 and 211 
universities better than the rest. In this regard, we could expect that the 985/211 
university graduates definitely should have a better job outcome compared to their 
lower-tier university peers. However, the findings of this dissertation show different 
landscapes in terms of spatially unevenly distributed labor market opportunities and 
the widely utilized social networks in job searching process. This is particularly the 
case in Lanzhou, when graduates want to work in the public sectors.  
To fully understand this issue empirically, the job recruitment information on 
universities in Lanzhou and Shenzhen were obtained for the study. The main argument 
in the following part is on the working opportunity difference in the two areas. Based 
on related discussions, the construction of employability refers to personal attributes 
and is related to the context individuals are in, that is, whether such context has 
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provided graduates with more opportunities or not. This phenomenon is the duality of 
employability, which refers to the absolute employability related to the question ‘have 
students gained appropriate skills, knowledge and commitment to undertake the job in 
question’ (p. 110) and to the relative employability that is the relative chances of a 
graduate acquiring and maintaining particular kinds of employment, considering the 
supply and demand for post and employers’ criteria (Brown et al 2003).  
 In terms of campus job recruitment information, in one comprehensive university 
in Lanzhou, 470 information were posted since May 2017. Among these posts, only 
24 were from local enterprises and companies. Thus, local working opportunities are 
few. Among these 24 local companies, 3 are middle schools, 2 are private schools and 
1 is a public high school in the suburban area; 2 real estate development companies; 2 
logistics investment companies; 8 IT companies;2media companies; a newspaper and 
a magazine press; 1 biopharmaceutical company; 2 transportation companies; and 1 
comprehensive sales company. In terms of number of recruitment, except for 
biopharmaceutical companies that require 56 employees and an IT company that 
requires 150 people, the rest of the companies only need several employees, from two 
to five. In addition, approximately 18 jobs clearly expressed that a postgraduate degree 
is necessary. From the job information posted so far, we could see the severe 
competition that students face when looking for jobs locally.  
 However, the situation is different in Shenzhen. In the same period, more than 800 
enterprises and companies were recruiting employees. In addition to seven non-native 
companies, the rest are all based in Shenzhen. In terms of the number of recruitment, 
more than 180 companies needed 200 companies in average, and several companies, 
such as large state-owned enterprises, technological companies and airline company, 
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even needed over 1,000 people. As far as the recruitment structure, several of the 
companies are state-owned enterprises, or foreign and private enterprises. Except for 
a few companies that required a master’s degree, a bachelor’s degree sufficed for the 
majority of the posts. 
 Similar comparisons could be made on science and technological universities and 
normal universities between Lanzhou and Shenzhen. Generally, the overall number of 
job information is less in Lanzhou than in Shenzhen. The number of working 
information locally is even smaller. Thus, graduates find it difficult to land a job locally 
based on the limited job information posted on the university’s website. In terms of 
types of companies, few intrasystem sector companies recruited explicitly on campus 
in Lanzhou than in Shenzhen; most of the companies recruiting in Lanzhou are small 
and medium enterprises. The researcher is also puzzled that certain recruiting 
companies in Lanzhou required prospective employees to have at least a year of 
working experience. However, it is puzzling how these senior college students could 
acquire a year of professional experience before they work.  
 When seeking jobs in first-tier cities, such as Shenzhen, graduates have better 
opportunities to work in high-quality or more challenging companies. More 
opportunities could be acquired and skills could be mastered from companies in 
various fields. For example, if you studied computer science, then you have an 
opportunity to work at IMB or Microsoft in Shenzhen; but in Lanzhou, you probably 
only have the opportunity to work at small private companies. If you majored in 
normal education, you have more chances to work in the New Oriental School or other 
well-known listed companies in Shenzhen; but in Lanzhou, you probably only have 
the chance to work in private tutoring businesses. If you majored in engineering 
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science, then you may be exposed to companies such as Huawei in Shenzhen, but in 
Lanzhou, your chances are fewer. Thus, the professional resources available to 
graduates in Lanzhou are much less than in Shenzhen, regardless of individual talent. 
7.5 Conclusion 
This chapter addresses the third research question: how graduates utilize capitals 
to seek their good jobs and what’s the result? It finds that due to the regional economic 
development disparity and graduates’ different job preference, those seeking jobs in 
Lanzhou and Shenzhen usually turn to different approaches. Lanzhou job seekers 
usually use strong ties to get their good jobs. This is especially the case for those who 
want the Bianzhi. The intensive competition for the intrasystem sector jobs makes the 
human capital the prerequisite and strong ties the decisive role. Shenzhen job seekers, 
however, usually rely on their human capital; even for those who use the social ties to 
get their jobs, these ties can be also accessed by other job seekers. In other words, job 
opportunity almost opens to all the candidates and only those who are qualified could 
achieve it. The next chapter is the critical analysis of major findings, and it would link 
the broader political economy perspective to analyse the major findings. 
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Chapter 8 Major Findings and Critical Analysis 
8.1 Introduction 
 The major objective of this chapter is to critically analyse the major findings. 
Students seeking jobs in Lanzhou tend to see public sector jobs as their preferred jobs 
and in this case, human capital and social capital in general, strong ties in particular, 
are needed to get the public-sector jobs. Their counterparts in Shenzhen tend to open 
doors equally to public and non-public sectors and in order to get their ideal jobs, 
human capital is necessary.  
The following sessions will discuss these findings in detail. In the first part, it 
discusses the interregional inequality and graduates’ views on their preferred jobs. The 
second part is about geographical mobility and labour market entry. It tries to show 
that although graduates seeking jobs in the economically advanced areas of China, 
Shenzhen in this study, is much easier than that in Lanzhou, life chances of them are 
still closely associated with some structural elements, such as hukou and housing price. 
In other words, author of this research still holds the preserved ideas towards the 
sustainability of graduates living in these areas. This is especially the case for the 
working-class family background students. The third part is the discussion about 
Chinese education systems.  
8.2 Interregional Inequality and Graduate Views on Primary Job 
 Graduates who seek jobs in Lanzhou and Shenzhen attach different labels to the 
ideal jobs in their mind. Lanzhou job seekers only regard public-sector jobs as their 
preferred jobs, particularly intrasystem sectors. The stability, low risks and, sometimes, 
hidden benefits of public-sector jobs attract them. Therefore, they make their great 
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efforts to acquire the intrasystem-sector jobs after their graduation. Once they acquire 
the jobs, they tend to stay at those positions for a lifelong time. They never think about 
changing their jobs, and they assume the intrasystem-sector jobs as their destinations. 
Although doing the public-sector jobs may stifle their creativity and critical thinking 
development, they still equate it with good jobs. 
Shenzhen seekers do not equate good jobs with job sectors. Public and non-public 
sectors are all their choices. When selecting one job, they tend to find a higher-paid 
job or a job that can improve their employability and make their personal values come 
true. They want themselves to become competitive in the labour market, and by doing 
so, they can acquire a better job, if necessary, in the near future. They tend to see their 
first job as the springboard to the future and seldom regard it as a lifelong job. They 
therefore tend to label their first job ‘platform’ or ‘springboard’ to their future career. 
By contrast, their Lanzhou counterparts often hope that they can acquire a ‘lifelong, 
stable’ ‘iron rice bowl’ job at one go. They hope that they can ‘eat imperial grain’ (chi 
huangliang) by acquiring an intrasystem-sector job with bianzhi. 
 The meaning of transition from university to workplace also differs. For Shenzhen 
job hunters, ‘the first job is always the first’ (Hobart Fen, aged 27, Shenzhen). They 
open doors to all types of opportunities, and, if possible, they are also willing to change 
into better jobs. In this case, the first job means to finish the transition from the 
‘graduates’ who depend on the parents at least in terms of finance to ‘independent 
individuals.’ By contrast, Lanzhou hunters often aim high, hoping to acquire an 
intrasystem-sector job at one go, and the first job to them ideally means from the 
‘university graduates’ to be ‘part of an intrasystem sector.’ Becoming an institutional 
man is their dream job. 
 As for the factors that impact graduates’ good job construction, several students 
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who come from a rich-cultural-capital family background usually construct their good 
job image well before they attend universities. They opted for their major on the basis 
of their interests. During college, they utilised resources initiatively and tried to 
achieve their good-job dreams. Their family-based cultural capital plays an important 
role in their good job construction.  
The majority do not have family resources to turn to; instead, high-quality 
internship helps them considerably. High-quality internship is constructed by two 
dimensions, namely, quantitatively and qualitatively. From the quantitative perspective, 
students tend to experience various types of internship within their major or across the 
sectors; during this process, they increasingly identified their career path. From the 
qualitative dimension, students tend to experience a structured internship programme. 
In this programme, they were guided by the experienced tutors, and their performance 
could also be evaluated instantly. The ways that these students build up their good job 
image are mainly from the human capital perspective and social capital, particularly 
weak ties.  
Internship opportunity largely depends on the place where students pursue their 
higher education. In Lanzhou, where the economic structure is public oriented and the 
non-public sector does not develop significantly, students usually depend on the 
internship provided by the university. These internships are usually compressed 
experience and usually take graduates several days to finish, namely, one day 
minimum and two weeks maximum. Students finish their internship by sightseeing. 
Students in this region hardly construct their good job via high-quality internship 
experience before their graduation. By contrast, their Guangzhou counterparts can 
construct their good job image by high-quality internship. 
Lanzhou job seekers usually turn to strong ties to acquire their good jobs, i.e. 
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public sector jobs in general and intrasystem jobs with Bianzhi in particular. The 
competition for the intrasystem-sector jobs is intense; students with various social 
backgrounds usually need to compete with one another. Under this background, those 
from working-class family background hardly acquire the jobs; they neither have 
family-based strong ties to turn to nor the resources they mobilise to acquire the 
intrasytem-sector jobs. The strong ties do not achieve desired results every time; 
sometimes, stronger ties are needed. The human capital they hold works as a 
prerequisite. Their Shenzhen counterparts, however, usually use weak ties to obtain 
job information, but the information is not confined only to these people. People 
without social ties can also get the information from other ways, such as the Internet. 
The human capital they hold plays a decisive role for these students. Consequently, the 
majority of students consider ways to improve their employability because the job 
position values graduates’ own skills and knowledge. 
 The image of primary job and the approaches to its acquisition are largely 
determined by the economic structure of the two regions and the local culture. 
Shenzhen is one of China’s first SEZs, and it substantially benefits from Chinese 
reform and opening up. Shenzhen is currently one of China’s first-tier cities, a major 
financial centre in southern China and the headquarters of numerous high-tech 
companies. This city is ranked third in the use of foreign capital. In short, all types of 
companies in terms of industrial relations can be found in Shenzhen. Shenzhen has 
balanced labour market opportunities in terms of extrasystem and intrasystem sectors 
and can provide job-seekers much more choices. 
 Things are different in Lanzhou; it does not have the balanced labour market 
development as its Shenzhen counterpart. Lanzhou started to share the open-door 
policy since 1990, which was almost twelve years later than the coastal cities did (Yang 
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et al., 2016). Before the year 2000, foreign direct investment (FDI) did not flow into 
Lanzhou. Even today, the role of FDI in this region can also be ignored because the 
quantity of FDI is small. Lanzhou is probably in the lowest level of globalisation 
amongst province capitals in China (Yang, et al., 2016).  
As for the private economy development, Lanzhou continues to lag behind other 
regions. Lanzhou Private Economic Development Report which was issued in 2015 
showed that the private economic development in Lanzhou these days was only in the 
stage of processing primary products. A small number of money was invested in the 
new high-tech industry with advanced technology, and a few independent intellectual 
property rights existed. Private economy did not develop considerably in the secondary 
industry and was 17.7% lower than the average in the country. The economy was 
mainly concentrated in the tertiary industry, but 75% of them was engaged in the 
labour-intensive industries, such as wholesale and retail, catering and business services. 
A few of them was engaged in the technology- and knowledge-intensive industry.  
Lanzhou’s industrial structure is imbalanced, with a few numbers of strong public-
sector companies and large numbers of weak non-public sector companies. Under this 
background, the strong economy in Lanzhou continues to inherit from its planned 
economy era, i.e. the state-sector jobs or the jobs in the intraystem sectors are strongest. 
 This research also involves graduates’ migration directions. They are from many 
parts of China. The places of their higher education pursuit are either Lanzhou or 
Guangzhou. Their job-seeking places are either Lanzhou or Shenzhen. These students 
have different preferred jobs in terms of their cognition due to different geographical 
reasons. For those who were born in Lanzhou and pursued higher education and found 
jobs in Lanzhou, they always equated good jobs with intrasystem-sector jobs and they 
did not have any chance to change their good job cognition. Those born in Guangzhou 
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pursued higher education in Guangzhou and found jobs in Shenzhen. Their preferred 
job construction might not change that much due to the similar labour market 
opportunity between these two cities. However, this study determines that those who 
were born in Lanzhou and went to Guangzhou for higher education came back to 
Lanzhou to find jobs, and those who were born and bred in Lanzhou, pursued higher 
education in Guangzhou, and further went to Shenzhen for jobs were likely to change 
or construct their preferred jobs due to their frequent location changes.  
 Betty Jin was born in Lanzhou, went to Guangzhou for higher education and went 
back to Lanzhou for employment. She did an internship in a private middle school 
when in Guangzhou.  
‘Every student likes me, and I am very happy as well. The colleagues are also very 
friendly to me and give me lots of help. The school provides me a dorm to live in. I 
am satisfied with everything’ (Betty Jin, aged 31, Lanzhou).  
She planned to live there after graduation but broke up with her boyfriend and 
changed the original plan.  
‘I do not know where to go, and I feel lonely there. My mother phoned me and 
asked me to come back’ (Betty Jin, aged 31, Lanzhou).  
After returning, she wanted to find a job at school because it matched with her 
major and she also enjoyed the experience at school. However, Lanzhou did not have 
any private school for her and only public school. She needed to pass the examination 
and then has the chance to be a teacher. She had to equate the public school with her 
preferred jobs due to the lack of opportunity in private sectors.  
The empirical data in this research are inadequate to discuss other geographical 
dimensions. For example, those who were born in Lanzhou went to a third place for 
their education and then found jobs in another city. Editha Gu and Jerry Nei were from 
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Lanzhou. Before they attended universities, they already had their opinion towards 
their preferred jobs. Their job-seeking process was smooth, and they did not show any 
sense of possibilities that they wanted to change their previous opinions. For the 
majority of Lanzhou-born, Guangzhou-study and Shenzhen-work students, they did 
not identify their job interests before attending the university. Their ideal job formation 
process started with their college days. In this sense, where they were from does not 
matter; it matters where they attend universities. 
8.3 Geographical Mobility and Labour Market Entry: Widening Gaps between 
Social Class 
 Students from higher socio-economic background are more likely to have jobs in 
the intrasystem sectors, private companies and foreign enterprises than their 
counterparts with lower family origin (Bian 2004, Liu 2014, MyCOS 2013, MyCOS 
2014). This dissertation echoes this finding. The mechanism for it, for example, is that 
students from middle-class family origin can use their family social networks when 
seeking jobs, particularly intrasystem sectors (Chapter 7). Their working-class-family 
counterparts hardly acquire the jobs, although they operate guanxi network (Chapters 
6 and 7). The gap between middle-class family origins and their working-class 
counterparts has widened. This case is apparent in the current situation, i.e. the 
graduates outnumber the labour market needs, and the rate of Chinese economic 
growth has entered the new normal period (Mok 2016). 
 This study, to an extent, echoes these findings. This case is observed after 
collecting and analysing the empirical data of graduates who seek the jobs in the 
hinterland parts of China, which refer to Lanzhou in this dissertation. On the contrary, 
when analysing the graduates’ labour market experience in the coastal regions, which 
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refer to Shenzhen in this dissertation, another situation is noted. Those who pursued 
higher education in the coastal regions of China, experienced high-quality internships 
at the university and hunted for jobs in Shenzhen easily found a good job than their 
hinterland counterparts, regardless of their family social origins (Chapter 7). The 
mechanism for it is that they have better identified their interests and jobs via these 
high-quality internships and the place where they seek jobs, Shenzhen in the case, can 
also provide them with all types of opportunities. The capitals they hold can match 
with the jobs that the field can provide (Chapter 7). 
 Therefore, graduates can achieve social mobility or at least find a good job as long 
as they migrate from economic-poor regions of China to economic-advanced areas. 
Graduates in this empirical study indeed easily find jobs in Shenzhen and Lanzhou, 
given the economic field of Shenzhen is much stronger than that of Lanzhou. Students 
can find any type of industrial relation company in Shenzhen, and it especially benefits 
the working-class students (Chapter 6).  
Although the empirical data in this study support the above-mentioned arguments, 
the researcher in this study still cannot give positive answers. The main reason for this 
argument is that the structure factors, such as hukou system, still constrains or prevents 
graduates from working in the coastal regions. This case is apparent for graduates who 
want to work in Beijing and Shanghai. Although getting jobs in these coastal regions 
are easier than that in hinterlands, graduates must be cautious about flocking to these 
regions because they should consider such issues as whether they can get local 
household status or hukou. In the long run, hukou is closely associated with life 
chances (Chan 2015, Wu & Treiman 2004). For example, people without local hukou 
need to pay higher tuition fees than those with hukou when their children attend the 
primary or secondary school. Unlike local hukou holders, non-local hukou holders 
186 
?
hardly acquire the jobs which they are satisfied with (Li & Zhang 2010). 
 Another aspect that graduates often need to consider is the housing price. Before 
the Chinese economic reform, the state was the monopoly provider of the apartments. 
State Budgetary Funding financed state-owned housing developments and work units 
(danwei), built apartments and allotted them to individuals. Private housing market did 
not exist in this period (Wang & Murie 1996). As long as one was an employee of work 
units, he/she could get an apartment. However, things changed after the Chinese 
reform and opening up. A private housing market (or ‘commodity housing units’) 
began to take shape in China, and Shenzhen witnessed the first private housing 
developer in the 1980s. However, in this period, foreigners or employees of 
extrasystem sectors were the targets (Wang & Murie 1996). 
 In the following years, the centre government released a series of housing reform 
measures and policies to promote the private housing development. This case was 
apparent when the non-state real estate developers were permitted to use the state-
owned land for residential purpose. With the reform of Chinese state-owned 
enterprises, work units were no longer permitted to build up new apartments for their 
employees; employees needed to buy or rent apartments by themselves (Li & Song 
2016, Zhou 2004). 
 However, states do not withdraw from the housing market; it provides the public 
housing sector for the low- or moderate-income families. For the low-income family, 
they can either rent low-cost units (lian zu fang) or acquire special affordable units 
(jingji shiyong fang) which local governments can sponsor heavily. For the moderate-
income family, they can get subsidies to hire public rental units (gonggong zulin fang) 
or acquire price-controlled units (xianjia fang) (Wang 2007).  
Although governments have subsidised apartments for the low- or moderate-
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income families, these provisions are also hukou oriented. Graduates without local 
hukou do not have the rights to apply for these apartments; unless they can find a job, 
but the enterprises also have the quotas for the local hukou. People without local hukou 
can only either rent an apartment or pursue one of their own. 
However, housing prices in the past two decades had increased dramatically, with 
the price–income ratio (P/I ratio) rocketed from 7.11 in 1998 to 15.37 in 2012 (Li & 
Song 2016). The following figure shows the changes in the average real housing price 
at the national level, with 1998 as the base year. Until the year 2003, the real housing 
prices remained almost the same and then increased rapidly, with a decrease in 2007–
2008. 
 
Figure 8. 1 Average Real Urban Housing Prices in 1998–2012 (?) 
Data Source: What Pushes Up China’s Urban Housing Price So High? (Li & Song 
2016) 
The housing prices increased much more rapidly than urban residents’ income 
level did, which causes the housing prices to be unaffordable to most common people 
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in China. According to the P/I ratio40, the average P/I ratio in China increased firmly 
from 7.11 in 1998 to 15.37 in 2012 (Li & Song 2016). If the international P/I ratio (5.1) 
is used as the benchmark to draw a conclusion, then the assumption is that the housing 
affordability is low in urban China (Suhaida et al 2011). This case is apparent in the 
Chinese first-tier cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen (Hui & Wang 2014, 
Shen 2012, Sing et al 2015).  
 
Figure 8. 2 Housing P/I Ratio during 1998–2012 
Data Source: What Pushes Up China’s Urban Housing Price So High?(Li & Song 2016) 
If buying a home is a distant dream for most Chinese, what about renting a home? 
A report from China e-Business Research Center in the first half of 2016 (CECRC 
2016) indicated that housing rents in Chinese first-tier cities increase with housing 
prices. The average housing rents in Shanghai, Beijing and Shenzhen are more than 
4000 yuan, with 5133.91, 4743.98 and 4086.32 yuan, respectively. These prices are 
once or twice more than those in the second- or third-tier cities in China. The increase 
rate in these cities is high. For example, the average housing rent in Beijing in January 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?? The P/I ratio is often used to measure the housing affordability, and it is computed as the ratio of median house 
prices to median family incomes or the ratio of the mean house price to the mean family income (Carliner, 2002). 
However, in China, with the release of the ‘Housing Reform Notice’ in 1998, P/I ratio has been defined as the ‘ratio 
of the average housing price of a building with area of 60 m2 to the average income of two-worker households’ (Li 
& Song, 2016). 
189 
?
of 2016 was 4262 yuan, but in June of the same year, it jumped to 4743.98 yuan, with 
an increase rate up to 11.3%. Another example is that the average monthly salary of a 
white-collar worker in Beijing is 7000 yuan, but the monthly rental spending is 4000 
yuan (Zhou 2016/09/13). The rental spending accounts for a high proportion of one’s 
salary.  
A similar situation is also found in my empirical data. Numerous college graduates 
cannot get that amount of money when they begin to work. For example, in my 
empirical case, many graduates usually get 4000 yuan to 5000 yuan in the first few 
years of their career life. In this case, several of them share an apartment with others. 
However, apartment sharing is not a sustainable solution. Numerous graduates, 
especially the males, often bear in mind the traditional cultural gender role 
expectations ‘men have to buy houses’. Many male participants told me that when a 
man marries a woman, he must have a wedding house of their own. In this case, many 
male employees need to shoulder much more responsibility, at least in financial terms, 
when getting their first job. However, some female respondents told me that they do 
not hold this expectation for their husband. Instead, they accept to rent a house or pay 
for a house together. 
In this case, the individual characteristics, such as age and gender, do not affect 
much their first job decisions. The study retrospectively examined what’s the good job 
in the eyes of college graduates when they graduated from the university. In other 
words, it is their first job image. Many of them were 23 or 24-year-old and admitted 
bluntly that age and gender does not affect their choices. It has room for them to change 
jobs, and they also open doors to change jobs, if better opportunities come.  
 Therefore, for those who are born in the working-class family origin and rely on 
their own effects to obtain their preferred job in the big cities, sustaining in the big city 
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remains challenging. A majority of them have to collectively live in the suburbs of the 
cities, like ants living in ant tribes, to achieve their big-city dreams (Fish 2015, He & 
Mai 2014, Wen & Ngok 2011, Zhang 2013). When their biological family cannot 
support them, these students have high chances to fall into the working-poor category 
because their salaries barely cover the high expenditures in these large places.  
Does the gap between working-class graduates and their middle-class counterparts 
reduce in terms of first job acquisition? My answer is ‘it all depends.’ In the hinterlands, 
such as Lanzhou, if graduates only consider the intrasystem-sector job as their ideal 
job and the solitary goal, then students with working-class family background will 
hardly acquire the job due to the largely intergenerational transmission of the job. In 
this case, the gap between these two classes of origins is widening.  
By contrast, in the coastal regions of China, such as Shenzhen, graduates can 
acquire their ideal job easier. However, whether they can sustain their life in this city 
largely depends on whether they can get the local hukou or afford their living in this 
city, particularly a house of their own. When the ability to buy a house of their own is 
considered, which class of origin, middle class or working class, wins is easy to 
determine.  
Therefore, the question proposed in the Introduction Chapter, ‘whether graduate 
employment can be improved via promoting the geographical flow of these students,’ 
requires further research, and I still cannot give the positive answers. Nevertheless, on 
the basis of my empirical data and personal observations, one solution can be presented, 
and I assume that it may benefit the working-class students in particular. Working-
class graduates from lower tier of regions can pursue their higher education in the 
economic-advanced cities. They can experience high-quality internships when in the 
university and can consider staying in the host city to accumulate the working 
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experience for several years. During these years, they can further improve their 
employability. They then can consider immigrating to other cities where they can 
afford the living costing and find a good job via their enhanced employability. I assume 
that in this case, their socio-economic status can be enhanced. Graduates with working-
class origin can also achieve social mobility via their own effort. 
8.4 Troubled Chinese Education System 
8.4.1 Chinese Basic Education and Learner Autonomy 
 The basic education reform has been initiated by the Chinese government, and one 
goal set in it is to emphasise ‘learner autonomy’41, i.e. to change from the emphasis of 
teacher-oriented pedagogy to student-oriented and from knowledge transmission to 
knowledge construction (Paine & Fang 2006). In short, one of the aims in this reform 
is to empower the students and give them freedom to build up knowledge with the help 
of the teachers. Although students have much desire for autonomy and master the 
knowledge by themselves (Sun & Liu 2003) and teachers are expected to help students 
to achieve this42, the real situation does not allow them to do so. However, numerous 
empirical studies have found that such self-learning is difficult to do so (Halstead & 
Zhu 2009, Yu & Wang 2009). The main obstacle is the pressure from the College 
Entrance Examination (gaokao). This exam is almost the only way to assess the 
performance of students’ learning and teachers’ teaching. Good performance in this 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
41 Learner autonomy refers to ‘the ability to take charge of one’s own learning’ (Holec, 1981), and involves ‘the 
capacity for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making and independent action’ (Little, 1991). Learner 
autonomy has been interpreted as ‘freedom from the control of the teacher, from the constrains of the curriculum, 
even freedom to choose not to learn’ (Halstead & Zhu, 2009). This autonomy is regarded as the primary goal of 
Chinese basic education reform, particularly new curriculum reform. 
42 For example, in the documents issued by the Ministry of Education, the role of teachers is defined as ‘(Teachers) 
should……cultivate students’ independence and autonomy, guide them to question, investigate, explore and study 
from the practice, and foster them study actively and in a personalized way under the teacher’s instruction’ China. 
MoEoPR. 2001. "Jichu jiaoyu kecheng gaige gangyao (shixing) [Programme for the reform of the basic education 
curriculum (experimental)]". . 
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examination is highly associated with students’ futures and the reputation of teachers 
and schools. In this case, teachers do not dare to take risks to change the traditional 
teaching-oriented model, which is an effective way to prepare for the examinations 
(Yu & Wang 2009).  
Therefore, in this case, obtaining high scores and attending good universities have 
become the primary goals or even the only goals of students and teachers. Students 
were busy preparing for the examinations and had no time thinking about their future 
jobs. This research finding echoes the large survey findings of Chinese middle school 
students’ career orientations or career planning and indicates that middle school 
students, generally, do not prepare well, or even think of, their future careers, no matter 
they are from economic rich or poor regions of China (Chapter 6) (Liu 2016, Loyalka 
2013, Zhao 2008, Zheng & Huang 2015). In terms of social class perspective, this 
study is also in line with others, i.e. students from middle-class family origin 
(conceptualised by father’s occupation or educational level) develop earlier career 
planning than their working-class counterparts (Chapter 6) (Feng 2016, Xu 2016).  
8.4.2 College Major Selection and Change 
 College enrolment and the ratio of the number of people studying in various 
subjects are determined by the Ministry of Education, and students are required to 
select their majors before they attend higher education. When they select their majors, 
students can select a number of them. The first major is the one that the student wants 
most to learn, and only those whose college entrance examination scores are 
competitive enough can get it; otherwise, the alternative choice is considered. Given 
the characteristics of Chinese basic education discussed previously, few students can 
have a clear professional orientation before they embark on college days. This case 
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indicates great blindness when they decide their majors (Li et al 2010, Zhao & Qian 
1999). 
 A survey that targeted all the college students in Tianjin has shown that 48.98% 
of them want to change their majors after attending the university (Zhao 2014/05/17). 
College students are allowed to change their majors when in the university, but the 
changing threshold is high, the quotas are limited, and only those whose GPA is higher 
than certain threshold can change. Sometimes, they also need to attend the written test 
and interview of the intended department. Few students are able to change their majors 
due to these complicated procedures and high standards. They have to study their 
selected major for four years, although they have no interest in this major (Ma et al 
2017).  
 Several students who have no ideas about their major before the college tend to 
lose interest in their majors after the college. Therefore, if they are given chances to 
select major after the college, how their interest develops? An empirical study utilised 
matched sampling methods and fixed-effect models and found that unlike those who 
have selected majors before the university, students who select majors after the 
university have more interest in their majors and much more likely to engage in this 
field after their graduation (Ma et al 2017). Those who select their majors after the 
university can have a better understanding of the majors, their own interests and the 
match between themselves and the majors (Arcidiacono 2004, Zafar 2009). 
 The findings of the current research echo the aforementioned findings. Almost all 
students have no ideas about their majors before the university. Instead, their parents, 
relatives and teachers help them to select one. In this case, they still do not have any 
ideas about this major and several of them, being trapped in their university-to-work 
transitional process (Chapter 6), usually lose their interest along the college days. 
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When the university ending days approach, they still do not have any ideas about their 
futures. In this case, most of them feel ‘driven out by school.’ Nonetheless, my study 
also goes beyond these findings. Those who experienced high-quality internships at 
the university usually tend to develop their interests about their majors and even 
identify their career interests. Consequently, their school-to-work transitional process 
is smooth. This finding illustrates the importance of internship, and it will be discussed 
in the following session. 
8.4.3 College Student Internship 
 College Student Internship was started as early as 1953. Since 2004, the Central 
Committee of the Communist Youth League of China and the National Union have 
jointly launched the ‘Employment Internship Activity for College Students’ 
(daxuesheng jiuye jianxi xingdong). They organise internship in enterprises and 
institutions for college students to strengthen their social practice links for 
compensating for the lack of education. With the growing number of college graduates 
in recent years, in the notice of employment arrangement for college students issued 
by the State Council and the Ministry of Education every year, colleges and 
universities are required to organise graduates to participate in internship to promote 
employment to enhance the job adaptability of graduates. 
College student internship experience is important because it can help student to 
have a deep understanding of their academic knowledge and prepare well for their 
future careers via the improvement of employability (Wilfried & Juliane 2017). This 
study, to a large extent, responds to these arguments. This case is especially true for 
those who experienced higher education in the coastal regions, such as Guangzhou 
(Chapter 6). By attending various high-quality internships, these students not only 
195 
?
know their own interests better but also find a good job in their mind. By contrast, for 
their Lanzhou counterparts, poor-quality internship experience did not help them to 
understand their major better. They lose their interest in their majors and cannot finish 
their university to work transition smoothly. 
 However, universities, employers and students themselves all contribute to 
internship quality (Du 2010a, Zhu 2009). In terms of universities, these days most 
universities pay significant attention to senior students and establish a platform to 
facilitate graduates and potential employers to select each other. They, to some extent, 
disregard the non-graduates’ internship requests. This finding can be seen from the 
number of internship information released and the absence of employment guidance 
before the internship. In terms of employers, most enterprises, particularly small- and 
medium-sized ones, do not have clear regulations of recruitment, management and 
performance assessment of interns. They usually do not provide internship tutors for 
these students. Some companies even treat the interns as the cheap labour and rely 
solely on them to maintain their day-to-day operation. The interns are also blamed. 
Most of them do not achieve the desired performance of employers. They usually aim 
higher but are poor in internship performance.  
 The findings of this empirical study have echoed these discussions, and this case 
is apparent for job hunters in Lanzhou. Graduates lost their interest along the way due 
to the cheap labour treatment in the internships. Their universities are only required to 
provide them with internships and do not have much supervision of these internships. 
However, the findings of this study also go beyond these existing findings. This study 
has two more findings. The first one is the importance of the cities where the university 
lies, and whether they have the abilities to provide and to accommodate these graduates. 
The economic field of Lanzhou, for example, cannot meet the requirements of these 
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students, whereas its Shenzhen counterpart can make it. The second one is about 
whether students have the initiatives to proactively think about their future careers. For 
example, although George Xiao studied in Lanzhou which cannot offer him good 
internships, his smooth transitional process is largely attributed to his proactively 
exploration spirit in Shenzhen. 
 However, the findings of this empirical study easily lead to two misunderstandings, 
and I need to clarify them. The first is that many readers may mistakenly believe that 
the more the number of practice, the better job they can find. The earlier they carry out 
the internship, the better outcome they can achieve. In fact, these cases are inapplicable. 
Students need to balance between their academic work and internships. An empirical 
study finds that under-internship and over-internship adversely affect students’ 
satisfaction with the jobs. An ‘inverted U’ curve exists between the length of internship 
and the job satisfaction, and this relationship is stable in all types of universities. When 
students assign 48% of their spare time to internships, the satisfaction level is the 
highest (Ding & Song 2017). 
 The other possible misunderstanding is that readers assume all the internship 
experience in Lanzhou is poorest and that in Shenzhen is highest. The results of these 
experiences are only probability distribution. The first-tier cities, such as Shenzhen, 
have more companies and more types of companies. Students can easily find an 
internship in this city. Students also need to know that the competitiveness of this city 
is intense as well. Larger numbers of students may compete for these internship 
opportunities in Shenzhen than those in Lanzhou. Social networks, particularly weak 
ties, also play a role in their acquisition of these internship opportunities. Many 
students in my study acquire them via the recommendations from the course teacher 
or via alumni network. 
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8.5 Conclusion 
 Embedded in the broader socio-economic background, this chapter further 
discusses three major research findings. It argues that actually, the graduate 
unemployment issues can be dated back the features of Chinese basic education; how 
basic education is carried out to cultivate students. It also points that geographic 
mobility can be a good way for graduates to seek their preferred jobs, but it also needs 
to address other social issues of these migrant students, such as huhou systems. In other 
words, when taking the life chances into account, we still hold the reserve our opinions. 
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Chapter 9 Conclusions 
9.1 Introduction 
 The major objective of this chapter is to draw a conclusion for the whole 
dissertation. It has three parts: first, linking to the research objectives, it discusses how 
the research questions are answered. Second, it discusses with the significance of the 
study. It discusses in detail about the contributions to the theories, empirical world and 
policies. The last part is the limitations and future research agendas.  
9.2 Research Objectives and Findings 
The major objective in this study is to examine Chinese college graduates’ 
university to work transitional process, under the background of college expansion. In 
order to achieve this research objective, the research proposes three research questions. 
First, what is the preferred job image of these graduates? Second, what are the factors 
that influence them good job construction? Third, how graduates employ capitals they 
have to acquire their good jobs and what are the results? Due to the regional inequality 
in general, labour market opportunity in particular, the research employed the case 
method and choose two cities, Lanzhou and Shenzhen as the case to carry out this 
research. These two cities stand for different degrees of marketization in China. 
It finds that, in Lanzhou, graduates tend to regard public-sector jobs as their 
preferred jobs and the nature of these sectors, such as stability and low risks, attract 
them most. Even sometimes, they need to sacrifice their own interest in order to fit in 
the organizations. Job seekers in Lanzhou often turn to the strong ties to get their ideal 
jobs and human capital for them, is the prerequisite. They cannot get the intrasystem 
sector jobs without the human capital, but human capital alone is not enough. Social 
199 
?
capital in general, strong ties in particular, tend to have the final say. 
Job seekers in Shenzhen, however, often open doors equally to public and non-
public sectors jobs, and for them, high pay is a must. In order to get a decent salary, 
first job can be unstable and insecure. They usually rely on their human capital to get 
their first job. Even some of them turned to social capital for help, but the social capital 
they use is just to provide them the information. For others, who do not get the 
information via the social network, they still could get it through the website. 
The study finds that for the majority of students, the internship experience is very 
important to their good job construction. But the internship opportunity is also 
constrained by the macro-economic conditions. In other words, whether students could 
construct their good job image is largely dependent on the city they pursue higher 
education. If they are in the cities that are rich in the internship opportunities, high-
quality in particular, they tend to build up their ideal job image. This particularly 
benefits those who are from the working-class family background, for they do not have 
family resources to turn to to help them form the good job image. 
9.3 Significance of the Study 
The research comprehensively uses human, social and cultural capital theories to 
explain Chinese graduates’ initial job acquisition process. Single theory alone cannot 
explain well the increasingly complex employment situation (Marginson 2017), and 
this is particularly the case for the Chinese dualist labour market. On the one hand, it 
is organised by the efficiency-led market principle; on the other hand, it is still under 
the command control bureaucratic system. In other words, the coexistence of the 
intrasystem and extrasystem sectors are the unique feature of Chinese labour market.  
 Chinese society differs from its western counterpart, where the free-market 
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principle dominates the society. In the rigid-planned economy era, the central 
government monopolises the right to allocate nearly all resources. This monopolisation 
can be seen from our previous discussions about job and house allocation. The 
government even decides who can attend university and who cannot. Although 
Chinese reform and opening up allow the decentralisation of state power, it remains 
different from the western version of ‘neo-liberalism.’ Neo-liberalism uses ‘neo-liberal’ 
techniques to regulate the country and maintains its previous existing modes of 
governance (Hong 2016, Hua & Hu 2014, Mok 2013, Xu 2012). Families with the 
social capital continue to enjoy numerous advantages. For example, the starting salary 
of second generation of officials (guanerdai) is 13% (280 yuan per month) higher than 
their non-second counterparts. They are 41.7% more than their non-second 
generational graduates to work in the intrasystem sectors, and they are much more 
likely to be promoted (Hu & Li 2014, Li et al 2012b, Wang & Liu 2016). 
9.3.1 Contribution to the Theories 
 Numerous scholars are questioning the impact of human capital theory on one’s 
status attainment because they assume that labour market theory easily regards the 
educational world and labour market as homogeneous, instead of heterogeneous and 
the linear transitional process between the two. However, these critics need further 
empirical supports. This work tries to contribute to the uniqueness of Chinese labour 
market, especially its dualist nature. The findings of this research show that in the 
efficiency-led economic sectors, human capital is valued most. Graduates who seek 
jobs in Shenzhen tend to acquire their first job via their human capital. However, in the 
intrasystem sectors, especially in the places where intrasystem sector plays a dominant 
role, such as Lanzhou, the impact of human capital declines. Human capital remains 
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necessary, but it only plays a prerequisite role.  
 Social capital, in general, and strong and weak ties, in particular, are often the 
debatable issues in sociology. The findings of this research show that not all the job-
seeking outcomes in China depend on strong ties. The major theoretical contribution 
of this dissertation is that the impact of weak and strong ties depends largely on the 
social context. In the intrasystem-economic-sector-dominated area, such as Lanzhou, 
strong ties tend to play a decisive role. This case is apparent when people limit their 
choices only to this sector and equate them as their preferred jobs.  
 In the areas where both public and non-public sectors are well developed, balanced 
developed in other words, such as Shenzhen, people tend to use the market approaches 
to seek their first job. In this case, probably, the weak ties work. At the same time, job 
information remains available to other people who can acquire them via the Internet. 
Limited information is only embedded within their social networks and prevents others 
accessing to it. 
 Cultural capital, especially the family-based cultural capital, also plays a role in 
their first job acquisition. However, few studies in China touch on this topic before. 
The findings of this research show that the everyday interaction between parents and 
children and children’s daily observation of parents’ reflection upon their own career 
stimulate children’s thinking of their own work. This thinking can further turn into 
majors and career explorations in the university.  
The findings of this study largely echo the previous discussions. This case is 
particular for the students who want to work in the intrasystem sectors. Students with 
working-class family origin hardly acquire jobs in the intrasystem sectors only by their 
own human capital. In this case, they try to use some corruption means, such as 
collusion between power and money, to get what they want. The desired result is 
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difficult to achieve. This state intervention and power conversion mechanism is the 
key mechanism in the social reproduction in Chinese society and intrasytem-sector 
jobs in particular (James & Xie 2000).  
 Economic capital and cultural capital are also important, and they play major roles 
in the talent cultivation and the acquisition of the first jobs. This study also finds that 
social class status cannot necessarily assure the success of graduates. The students 
from middle-class family background are not always the winners in job acquisition, 
and their working-class counterparts are not always the losers. In the transitional China, 
particularly coastal regions, numerous examples of social mobility of these 
marginalised groups can be determined. Having analysed their experiences, the 
importance of one seeking jobs in the coastal areas is identified. The job hunters in 
Shenzhen are vivid example of this, and they use the resources from their school and 
teachers to have a high-quality experience and better identify their own interests and 
dream jobs. 
 In a word, the study shows that different combinations of social and human capital 
are closely associated with different types of employment outcomes. Previous theories, 
to some extent, fail to take the context seriously and sufficiently. Even those who have 
taken the Chinese context into their account, social ties in general, strong ties in 
particular, may not be suitable to tell the whole Chinese story.  
Besides the direct impact of social and human capital on graduates’ job acquisition, 
the study also illustrates there can be indirect approach. By way of experiencing high-
quality internship, students could construct their preferred job image, and thus, help 
them to achieve a good job. But constructing successfully a job image is one thing, 
seeking successfully the ideal job is another. One also needs the right capital; the 
capital that matches well what the labour market requires.  
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The dissertation also contributes to the theoretical framework in analysing 
graduates’ school to work transitional experience. Lots of school to work transitional 
studies argue that whether this transitional outcome is influenced by structural factors 
or the individuals themselves(Ashton & Field 1976, Atkins 2017, Blustein 1999, 
Blustein et al 2002). In other words, they are talking about the extent to which the 
social conflict theory fits. To analyse my findings, I do not think social conflict theory 
is suitable for this research. Social conflict theory is a macro-oriented paradigm in 
sociology which regards the whole society as a place of inequality that gives rise to 
social conflict and social change(Sanderson 2007). Structured by dimensions such as 
social class, race, gender and age, the main idea of this perspective is that society 
favours a few members at the expense of the majority(Collins 1974, Collins 1975, 
Parkin 1998). To a social conflict theorist, it is all about dominant group is opposed to 
minority group. 
There are four premises of this perspective: 1) conflicts or struggles always exist 
among individuals or groups who have contrasting interests or who are competing for 
scarce resources; 2) the competition happened in many settings, and powers and 
economic resources are the primary sources of conflict and struggles; 3) these conflicts 
usually lead to some people or groups win over others, and patterns of domination and 
subordination are much more likely to be self-perpetuating; 4) dominant social groups 
usually have a final say on the allocation of resources and on the ways that social life 
has arranged(Sanderson 2007).  
From these four premises we could see that the conflict theory tends to have a 
deterministic nature of social life, paying little attention to the fact that individuals 
themselves could reshape their situation. It is true that beliefs and behavior are affected 
by organizational, institutional and social norms and values, but they still leave some 
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room for individuals to carve out their own destiny. In other words, individuals still 
have more agency than the conflict theory holders think.  
As for this dissertation, I have to admit that social conflict theory sheds light on 
my research, especially when it comes to the original research designs. I would like to 
see how graduates from different social backgrounds construct their good job images 
and come up strategies to acquire it. In my pilot studies, I did find that there is a 
tendency that the higher social of origins students are from, the much more likely they 
could get a job that in the list of primary labour market sectors. In other words, it poses 
a great threat to the social mobility issues.  
When I take into the spatial dimension in my research, things, however, become a 
little bit different. Different regions of China have very much different economic 
development, and the coastal regions generally develop better than the western ones. 
So, under this background, I further pose questions that graduates of similar social 
backgrounds may or may not have similar job hunting experience.  
Based on the cases I pick up, I assume their job hunting experience should be 
different in Shenzhen and Lanzhou. Shenzhen is famous for its high degree of 
marketization and non-public sectors jobs and Lanzhou is just the opposite. Human 
capital is valued much in the efficiency-oriented sectors, non-public sectors in 
particularly. In this case, I further assume that college graduates may use different 
capitals to get their first job. If they live in the cities which are full of non-public sectors, 
they have much chances to use their human capital to get the job. In this case, graduates 
from poor social origins but with good human capitals still could get the good job and 
achieve social mobility. 
Based on these considerations, I put two dimensions into my research design, and 
after the data collection, I find that people with poor social origins may have different 
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job hunting outcomes: it is difficult for them to get the good job in Lanzhou due to 
their family background, but it is relative easy for them to get a good job in Shenzhen 
due to their personal hard work.  
In other words, when we analyze the cases in Lanzhou, we tend to think that social 
conflict theory works, because social class plays a decisive role in their job hunting 
outcomes; but in Shenzhen, we still find that those from poor social class origins but 
with their good efforts, they still could get a good job. In other words, social conflict 
theory is not suitable for my research in general, for Shenzhen context in particular.  
9.3.2 Contribution to Empirical World 
Based on 34 in-depth interviews and the city-level comparison, the study 
illustrates clearly the way graduates constructed and sought their preferred jobs. It 
shows that students in different regions often have different ideal jobs images and this 
construction is largely constraint by local employment opportunities, economic 
structure as well as local cultures. It helps us better understand the difficulties 
graduates encounter during the job search process, and at the same time, it indicates 
that these difficulties are regional specific. Therefore, solutions to these problems 
should be multifaceted as well. 
9.3.3 Contribution to Graduate Employment Policy 
 Guiding college graduates to the grassroots, such as countryside or poor regions 
in the western part of China, is an important approach to solving the current 
employment problem (Jiang & Li 2015, Ma & Liu 2015). In June 2005, the office of 
the CPC Central Committee and the State Council issued the ‘On the Suggestions of 
Guiding and Encouraging College Graduates to Grass-roots Employment’ (guanyu 
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yingdao he guli gaoxiao biyesheng mianxiang jiceng jiuye de yijian). Amongst these 
policies, ‘College Students Volunteer Service in the Western Regions’ (daxuesheng 
zhiyuan fuwu xibu jihua), ‘College Student Village Officials’ (daxuesheng cunguan) 
and ‘Three Supports and One Assistance’ (sanzhi yifu) are the typical cases of these 
policies. In the policy interpretations, leading graduates to these regions can effectively 
broaden the employment channels for college graduates, and it can also distribute the 
new technologies and ideas to these regions (Ma & Liu 2015, Zhu & Yang 2015).  
 The policy has been issued for more than 10 years, but it has not achieved the 
desired results. Most of empirical studies found that students who come from the 
humble family background but with high human capital are much more willing to 
attend these programmes (Song et al 2017). This case is especially true for female 
graduates (Song et al 2017). Students with humble family background usually select 
this way of employment. However, after staying at these regions for years, students 
complained about the working conditions, unclear career development paths and low 
income. These three reasons are the major factors that hinder students to participate in 
these programmes. Graduates from large cities, such as Beijing, hold these views, in 
particular (Ding & Song 2017, Ma & Liu 2015, Sun 2012).  
This study echoes such findings to a large extent (Chapters 5 and 6). This case is 
apparent for those from working-class family origins and also want to find intrasystem-
sector jobs. Family plays a large role in the acquisition and internal job mobility of 
intrasystem-sector jobs (Han et al 2016, Liu & Ma 2016a, Liu & Ma 2016b). In this 
case, acquiring the job and achieving social mobility are difficult for students with 
humble family background and who want to rely on their own human capital. Although 
social mobility can be expected and achieved in these written documents, the harsh 
reality shows that it is almost impossible to do so. This largely prevents graduates to 
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come to these marginalised areas of China. 
 From my first question presented in the introduction, Are graduates only willing 
to work in large- and medium-sized areas?, the harsh reality usually makes the 
graduates with humble family background stay away from western regions of China. 
They use this strategy to avoid the social reproduction. Ironically, numerous structure 
obstacles, such as hukou system and high housing price, prevent these students to stay 
in these economic-advanced areas. These students cannot go to these places. 
 Governments should further improve the employment policy, especially in terms 
of talent attraction and promotion policy. Although the governments have developed 
several policy bonuses for these students who can work in these regions, students 
usually hold a low confidence in these policies. To reverse this trend, the government 
departments need to tell the actual situation to the students and let them prepare well 
before going to work in these places. Governments should also reduce or even 
eliminate these cronyism practices that widely exist in the intrasystem sectors. In 
addition, speeding up the economic development in the western regions, particularly 
the economic field that matches the higher education field, is the sustainment strategy 
that attracts and maintains the talents. Only when the structure of economic 
development in the western regions has been improved can more and better 
opportunities be provided for the graduates. 
9.4 Limitations and Future Research Agenda 
 This study only focuses on graduates’ own perspective on their university-to-
work transitional process and does not take into account the comments from 
parents’, teachers’ and employers’ perspectives about graduates’ school-to-work 
transitional process, e.g. their views about the strategies that these two groups of 
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students use to acquire their ideas jobs. These students come from different regions of 
China, graduate from different universities and work in different companies. These 
differences add difficulty for me to acquire all stakeholders’ ideas. The ways that I use 
for data triangulation are more-than-once interviews of some participants, especially 
when I found inconsistency about the empirical data when I finished the data 
transcription. I also use secondary data from university surveys, official documents 
and empirical studies conducted by other peer-reviewed publications as the 
triangulation sources.  
 The findings of this study need further quantitative analysis due to the nature 
of qualitative research, particularly the small sample size. High-quality internship 
has a significant impact on graduates’ smooth school-to-work transitions. The 
economic field in Shenzhen also makes this impact happen. However, the smooth or 
not transitional process cannot be regarded as the law of Lanzhou and Shenzhen job 
hunters. The conclusion that the transitional process from university to work is much 
more difficult for graduates who want to work in Lanzhou than those in Shenzhen 
cannot be drawn. My empirical study will make a considerable misleading if readers 
bear this argument in mind. The limited sample does not allow conducting a 
statistically significant test. In future studies, regression analysis can be utilised to do 
so. 
 Future studies can further discuss about the types of student migrations by 
associating the places of their origin with their working places. This empirical work 
just dabbled in some parts, and a single framework cannot compare and contrast many 
things because of the richness in the places of student origin. In the future studies, 
graduates’ places of origin and working places can be grouped firstly, and then case 
study method can be used to discuss the preferred job construction of these students.  
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9.5 Final Remarks 
 Echoing what presents in the first part of chapter 1, the nature of college graduate 
unemployment, we cannot not easily say who should be responsible for graduate 
unemployment issues. On one hand, the great-leap-forward way of Chinese higher 
education expansion should be blamed. It produced lots of graduates in such a short 
time, and labour market cannot absorb these graduates accordingly. In this case, we 
should call for the slow expansion of higher education systems.  
On the other hand, Chinese economic systems are improving these days and 
Chinese government has issues lots of strategies to update Chinese economic structure. 
In this case, in years to come, graduates may have lots of opportunities. But the 
perspectives of this research show that we need to take the interregional balanced 
development into account, when discussing the Chinese development issues. If in the 
near future, lots of efforts that try to enhance Chinese economic structure still benefits 
the coastal parts of China and Chinese economically advanced areas, we could expect 
that graduates seeking jobs in the hinterland of China still face the severe labour market 
conditions and at that time, it is more difficult, instead of less, for them to get the jobs.  
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Appendix 
Lingnan University 
Department of Sociology and Social Policy 
June,2016 
 
Chinese University Graduates’ School-to-Work Transitions 
 
Dear Participants,  
 
 Thank you sincerely for reading this letter. I am Ma Yin, PhD student from the Department of 
Sociology and Social Policy, Lingnan University. I am conducting a research project on the Chinese 
graduates’ university to work transitions and I would like to invite you as my research participants. 
The major research objective is to examine the college graduates’ university to work transitional 
experience against the context of Chinese rapid massification of higher education from the social 
class and interregional economic disparity perspectives. 
 If you agree to participate in the research, you will be interviewed for twice at most. In-depth 
interviews will be used to ask you to share with first job seeking experience and its outcome. The 
first interview will be carried out from June 2016 to August 2016. After the initial analysis, some 
of you may be invited again to clarify some of the points that I do not understand well. It will be 
very nice that you could understand me, for all of us want to ensure the information we get is 
reliable. Each interview will last for at least one hour and it will be audio-recorded. For those who 
I interview by skype, I will also turn to some softwares for record. 
There is no need for you to worry about the data leakage issues. All the data will be stored 
and secured carefully. It would be used for this dissertation only. You have rights to review the 
audio recording and wipe out the entire or parts of the materials that you talk about and you also 
could stop being interviewed for any reasons. When I do the analysis, each of you will be given a 
pseudonym and your own information will not be identified. Participation is completely voluntary. 
If you are interested in this research, please feel free to contact me (Ma Yin, 852-6489-1034/86-
147-1505-1034/yma9@ln.hk). If you want to get more information about rights as a research 
participant, please feel free to contact the Research Grants Council (RGC), Lingnan Univesrity.  
These days, it is increasingly difficult for graduates to seek jobs, and please feel free to share 
with us your valuable experience and give them help. Your help is very much appreciated.  
Yours sincerely,  
 
Ma Yin 
 
PhD Candidate 
 
Department of Sociology and Social Policy 
 
Lingnan University 
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Interview Questions 
1. ????????????????????????????????????? 
What was your preferred job when you graduated? Please use three words or phrases to describe 
it. 
2. ????????????????????????????????? 
How did you get the good job information? Why did you want to do this? What was the application 
result? 
3. ????????????????????? 
When did you have the ideas of good job?  
4.????????????????????????????????????? 
Was there any job that you want to do before the college days? Was it the same as your first job? 
Why? 
5. ???????????????????????? 
Who do you think influences your understanding of good job construction? 
6. ????????????????????????????? 
What problems did you encounter during your first job seeking process and how you dealt with 
them? 
7. ????????????????????????????????? 
Whom were you turned to when you encountered difficulties during your job search? Were these 
help effective? 
8. ???????????????????????????????????? 
What did you parents do when you looked for jobs? Did you think them were effective? If so, in 
which aspects? 
9. ???????????????????????????? 
What did your universities/schools/ professors do when you looked for the first job? Were their 
effective?  
10. ?????????????????????????????????????
??? 
How many internships did you have? Was/were your internship experience(s) effective or not? If 
it was effective, tell me more about it. If not, also tell me why. 
11. ?????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????? 
Did you use guanxi to get your first job? How did you think of guanxi use in the job search? Was 
it necessary? Was it really helpful for your case?  
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Research Respondents Profiles 
No. Name Age Gender Working Place University Type 
1 Edison Dai 34 M L N 
2 Evan Hui 35 M L Y 
3 Iris Xia 33 F L Y 
4 George Xiao 30 M S Y 
5 Amy Meng 36 F L Y 
6 Jack Bin 31 M L N 
7 Betty Jin 30 F L N 
8 Jong Kai 30 M S N 
9 Carmen Rui 29 F L N 
10 Harlan Tong 32 M S N 
11 Hobart Fen 27 M S N 
12 Cherry Xu 28 F S N 
13 Daisy Hong 36 F S N 
14 James Qiang 29 M S Y 
15 Editha Gu 29 F L Y 
16 Jerry Nei 28 M L Y 
17 Li Chen 27 M L N 
18 Hebe Bo 50+ F L Y 
19 Kevin Yan 24 M S N 
20 Esther Qian 24 F L N 
21 Qiao Di 23 F L N 
22 Hui Long 25 M L N 
23 Shen Hong 23 M S Y 
24 Laura Wang 23 F S Y 
25 Maria Chun 23 F S Y 
26 Liberal Wang 25 F L N 
27 Li Lei 25 M S Y 
28 Jin Long 26 M S Y 
29 Harry Yu 26 M L N 
30 Bob Sen 27 M S Y 
31 Alisa Ma 24 F N N 
32 Fern Jin 28 F S N 
33 Belle Ye 26 F S Y 
34 Eddie Jun 37 M L N 
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Research Respondents Profiles (cont.) 
No. Name Family 
Background 
Degree Level Major First Job 
1 Edison Dai W B PE Salesman 
2 Evan Hui W M English Teacher 
3 Iris Xia W B Law CS 
4 George Xiao W B Biology Salesman 
5 Amy Meng M B English Teacher 
6 Jack Bin W B Literature CS 
7 Betty Jin W B PE HR 
8 Jong Kai M B Computer Engineer 
9 Carmen Rui W B Engineering Engineer 
10 Harlan Tong M M Engineering Engineer 
11 Hobart Fen W B Law Typist 
12 Cherry Xu W B Marketing Salesman 
13 Daisy Hong W B Engineering Engineer 
14 James Qiang W B Physics Engineer 
15 Editha Gu M B Chinese Teacher 
16 Jerry Nei M B Economics CS 
17 Li Chen M B Computer Salesman 
18 Hebe Bo M B Chinese Manager 
19 Kevin Yan M B Mass Media Cameraman 
20 Esther Qian W B Tourism Salesman 
21 Qiao Di W B Management Salesman 
22 Hui Long W B Engineering IT Man 
23 Shen Hong W B Management CS 
24 Laura Wang M B Management HR 
25 Maria Chun W B Management PBOC 
26 Liberal Wang M B Accounting Bank 
27 Li Lei M B Management CS 
28 Jin Long W M Economics SOE 
29 Harry Yu W B Accounting Accountant 
30 Bob Sen W B Accounting MT 
31 Alisa Ma W B Doctor doctor 
32 Fern Jin W B Law Salesman 
33 Belle Ye M M Economics SOE worker 
34 Eddie Jun M B Computer Boss 
Notes:1.The names of respondents are pseudonyms. 2. In gender column, M and F refer to male 
and female, respectively. 3. In working place column, L refers to Lanzhou and S refers to Shenzhen. 
4. University type is divided into two kinds. N is non 985/211 university and Y is 985/211 university. 
5. In family background column, W and M stand for working-class family background and middle-
class family background, respectively. 6. Degree level is divided into two kinds, B is bachelor 
degree and M is the master degree. 7. The abbreviations are used in the first job column and the 
following are their full names. CS refers to the civil servant. HR refers to the human resources 
manager. PBOC refers to staff working in the People’s Bank of China. SOE refers to staff working 
in the state-owned enterprises. MT is the management trainee.  
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